University of Massachusetts Amherst

ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst
Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February 2014
1-1-1996

Another martyr for old Ireland.
Sharon Leigh Williams
University of Massachusetts Amherst

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umass.edu/dissertations_1

Recommended Citation
Williams, Sharon Leigh, "Another martyr for old Ireland." (1996). Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February
2014. 1233.
https://doi.org/10.7275/cqjf-mm04 https://scholarworks.umass.edu/dissertations_1/1233

This Open Access Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February 2014 by an authorized administrator of
ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. For more information, please contact scholarworks@library.umass.edu.

UMASS/AMHERST

ANOTHER MARTYR FOR OLD IRELAND

A Dissertation Presented

by
SHARON LEIGH WILLIAMS

Submitted to the Graduate School of the
University of Massachusetts Amherst in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY
May 1996

History

@

Copyright by Sharon Leigh Williams 1996
All Rights Reserved

ANOTHER MARTYR FOR OLD IRELAND

A Dissertation Presented

by
SHARON LEIGH WILLIAMS

Approved as to style and content by:

CI

Maria Tymoczko, Chair

Carlin Barton I Member

Charles Rearick, Member

—

llA(K^

Joh^ Bracey, Membe^r

Bruce Laurie, Department
Department of History

For my Mother

ABSTRACT

ANOTHER MARTYR FOR OLD IRELAND
MAY 1996
SHARON

L.

WILLIAMS, B.A.

,

MIDWESTERN STATE UNIVERSITY

M.A., MIDWESTERN STATE UNIVERSITY

Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST

Directed by:

Professor Maria Tymoczko

This dissertation proposes a paradigm in which the

political martyrs of Ireland serve as a continuous

reproduction of a heroic pattern of martyrdom.

Within

this model are contained particular mythic patterns of
thought.

By studying these patterns in relation to

Patrick Sarsfield,

I

intend to show that in the creation

of Irish political martyrs a mythology of martyrdom was

fashioned and refashioned continuously in different

periods of Irish history.
This work is an interdisciplinary study, comprising
history, mythology, and literature.

An examination of the

Sarsfield legend reveals that the stories of Sarsfield
image of
provide a reassuring connection to an established

an heroic and glorious Irish past.

Irish nationalists

have utilized the image of an heroic Ireland, struggling
to free itself from centuries of oppression, as part of

their construction of martyrs.

The transference of

characteristics associated with ancient warrior and kingly
classes in Ireland to modern nationalist martyrs allows or
the continuous witnessing of the tradition of Irish

martyrdom.
The construction of a mythology of martyrdom serves
the needs of a particular community which feels the need
to reaffirm or reestablish their identity.

The martyrs

serve as a continual reaffirmation of communal identity.
The Sarsfield stories show that each historical generation

reinterprets the deeds of the man in relation to their own

perceived circumstances.

In this process of creation, the

complexities of the individual are simplified, as each
martyr must fit a certain mask of martyrdom.
An examination of Sarsfield and his legend shows
that this method of historical and literary analysis

reveals a "demythologized" Sarsfield, and a "mythologized"
Sarsfield.

Each version is equally valid and useful in

understand a communities perception and creation of their
identity.
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INTRODUCTION
The 1689 wars begat the 1798 Rising which begat the

Fenian movement of the 1850's-60's which begat Patrick
Pearse and the Easter Rising.

This genealogy of Irish

nationalistic history is simplistic and naive, and yet
there is a psychological justice to it. The rebels and

martyrs of Ireland were the continuous regenerations and

reproductions of a heroic pattern, mothered by particular
mythic patterns of thought.

These mythic patterns and the

ways in which they were realized in molding the development
of the legend of Patrick Sarsfield are the subject of this

dissertation.
I

began writing this work with the intent of

discussing Sarsfield and his contributions (or lack
thereof) to Irish nationalism.

I

was intrigued by a man

who accomplished little of military or political value yet
became admired by a large segment of the Irish population.
Sarsfield, while being included in the canon of Irish

martyrs, seemed a very inadequate and unlikely martyr.

The

war he involved himself in was not, at the time, a war for
Irish freedom.
make it so.

Only subsequent nationalist writers would

Additionally, Sarsfield did not die in

of
Ireland, but on the Continent, fighting in the service
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Louis XIV of France.

How then did he become incorporated

into the pantheon of Irish nationalistic martyrs?

Did his

life before death even matter?

As

I

progressed in my studies,

with Sarsfield as my focus,
and recreation

— of

a martyr.

I

I

came to realize that

was studying the creation
By studying the

transformations of the legend of Sarsfield,
the making of what we term history.

I

was analyzing

A comparison of

Sarsfield's life and the creation of his legend, through
the telling of the stories and ballads about martyrdom,

with the lives and legends of two other famous Irish
martyrs (Theobald Wolfe Tone and Patrick Pearse), allowed
me to explore the generation of popular history.

Roy Foster has questioned why popular or mythic

history has not followed professional history in revising
its view of the past.

comments,

He answers his own question when he

"The depressing lesson is probably that history

as conceived by scholars is a different concept to history
as understood at large, where myth is probably the correct,
if over-used,

anthropological term" ("History and the Irish

Question" 192).

At the beginning of my academic career,

I

conceived of history as a field of study which could be
examined objectively and in isolation from other areas such
This

as literature, anthropology or political science.

"history" was an independent entity which could be
annals,
adequately documented with written sources such as

manuscripts, legal texts, letters and journals.

Such
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acceptable sources for historical research would allow me
to discover how a society functioned.

Popular materials,

or sources enjoyed by the "masses", such as folk ballads,

popular songs, or mythic stories, fell outside of the
legitimate scope of historical research.

Mythology, though

entertaining, was properly studied in a literary field, as

mythology consisted of stories where meanings were not
clear and could not be reduced to a clear narrative or

chronological form.
I

discovered however, that stories and songs, even

without "documentary evidence", contain valuable historical
evidence.

Robin Ridington, in Trail to Heaven, explains a

vision story of a Dunne-za, or Beaver Indian, who tells of

experiencing a world in which foxes wear clothes and teach
songs, and frogs gamble under a pond.

Ridington argues:

There is no documentary or scientific evidence to
indicate that frogs really sing and dance and
gamble beneath the waters of a pond, but the old
man said he experienced this, too. There is no
documentary evidence of foxes who live like
Because we lack documentary evidence, we
people.
are compelled to class his second story as myth.
In our though twor Id, myth and reality are
Unless we can find some way to
opposites.
understand the reality of mythic thinking, we
remain prisoners of our own language, our own
though twor Id. ... In the Indian thoughtworld,
stories about talking animals and stories about
the summer gathering are equally true because
both describe personal e.xperience. Their truths
(71)
are complementary.

Ridington constructs a compelling argument for two
complementary worlds, or realities.

In my study

I

complementary
discovered Sarsfield operating in two such
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worlds:

a *'mythic" Sarsfield,

developed through the

repetition and expansion of songs and stories, and an
"historical" or perhaps,

"demythologized" Sarsfield, much

harder to find, buried as he was under the mythic personae,
but documented in journals, letters and diaries of the
time.

But which Sarsfield is the "authentic" Sarsfield?

Searching for an "authentic" Sarsfield implies that
one version is true and one is false.

history and myth to be opposites,

I

Just as

I

believed

examined the two

Sarsfields to discover which one was "true",

I

came to the

same conclusion as Ridington did in studying the Dunne-za:

both are equally true, equally valid.

The "historical"

Sarsfield allows us to glimpse the actions and thoughts of
the people immediately involved in the late seventeenth

century; the "mythic" Sarsfield affords us an understanding
of the popular interpretations of those actions over the

centuries.

The popular interpretations conditioned people

to fashion their worldview in specific ways, and the

continual reinterpretation of the events in turn created a

mythology of heroic sacrifice.

This work then, will

historicize the mythology of heroic sacrifice.

The structure of this work may appear confusing to
some readers;

I

would like to give a brief explanation of

the choice of chapter divisions.

Chapter

I

is a broad

contextual chapter which lays the theoretical framework
the dissertation.

f

Focusing on the successive contexts of
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mythology, there follows in Chapter II a detailed biography
of Sarsfield the man as conceived by objective history.

Chapter III,

I

In

examine the lives and legends of Theobald

Wolfe Tone and Patrick Pearse in relation to Sarsfield and
the framework of modern Irish nationalist ideology, so as
to give a point of comparison to other nationalistic

martyrs, in order to judge the development of the Sarsfield
myth.

In Chapter IV

I

examine the stories and songs of

Sarsfield in order to show the transformation of Sarsfield
to a martyr figure.

In Chapter V,

I

put the tales and

legends of Sarsfield in the still broader framework of the
Irish myths and legends of heroism and martyrdom,

stretching back to the ancient Irish sagas.
move from the context of Chapter

I

,

In brief, we

beginning with broad

theoretical considerations about mythology, to a narrow
focus on the historical conditions of Ireland and the life
of particular men, gradually returning by means of the

stories of Sarsfield, to a broader context of specific
legends and myths.

In the concluding chapter, the

mythology is critiqued in its entirety.

CHAPTER
THE PATRIOT GAME:

I

THE CONSTRUCTION OF A MARTYR

''History is essentially engaged with the fortunes of
the imagination, "
Seamus Deane

—

"Martyr" is an ancient Greek word.

"witness"

.

It meant

The ancient witness was not a passive observer.

The martyr was an advocate, s/he was someone who "stood up"
for someone or something; s/he put himself or herself "on
the line".

The men who put their lives on the line for

Ireland are the martyrs of Ireland,

A society without

martyrs, without witnesses in the ancient Greek sense,

would be a society in which nothing is sacred.

Anything, a

word, a sign, a story, or a person has social value not

according to any intrinsic value but in proportion to what
people will give for or to it.

The most precious symbols

and stories within a community are those things that men

and women have risked or given their lives for.

While

there is not a more highly-charged and dangerous figure in
the drama of sacralization than the one whose blood is
shed, where blood accomplishes the sacralizing, the charge

ritual
is maintained not only by the initial act but by its

repetition and commemoration.

While sacrifice makes
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sacred, cult preserves the charge.

sanctifies.

The mythic sacrifice,

The ritual, repeated,
in so far as it

is

recapitulated, repeated, regenerated, if only in story and
song, preserves this charge,

this sanctity,

Jan Vansina describes oral tradition as consisting of

testimonies that narrate an event which has not been viewed
or remembered by the informant himself, but which he has

learned about through hearsay {Oral Tradition 20).

Oral

tradition, then, in which stories and songs are preserved,
is itself a form of continuous witnessing.

Everyone who

"stands up" and relates a story or sings a song about a

martyr becomes a "witness", reaffirming and recreating the
initial acts.

If people stop telling the stories and

singing the songs, not only does the martyr cease to be;
that for which he or she suffered or died also loses its

charge
The stories and songs concerning martyrs which are

kept alive in oral and written tradition comprise a

mythology which gives to the people who believe in it a

heightened identity.

The mythology tells them that their

people can endure, that they are heroic, noble and holy.

While there are innumerable writers who believe myth is
"false", there are those who argue that a society without a

functioning mythology cannot survive.

To utilise Joseph

Campbell's description, myth is the "cement that binds
society together."

The function of ritual and myth
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according to him is "to let you experience it here, not
somewhere else a long time ago... when mythology is alive,
you don't have to tell anyone what it means'*

{Transformations 46-47).

For Campbell, a mythology has to

perform a contemporary service,

Vansina also stresses the

importance of traditions serving a contemporary need.
writes:

He

"Every testimony and every tradition has a purpose

and fulfills a function.

The interests of the informant

are almost entirely conditioned by what might be called the

interests of the society of which he is a member" {Oral

Tradition 77),

The Irish nationalist mythology of

martyrdom served to sacralize Ireland; dying for Ireland
became a sacred cause
Michael Dames believes that "myth can be regarded as
one of the three interrelated aspects of religious

expression.

Its word and story is re-enacted on the human

plane by means of ritual (sacred acts)" (14).

For the

charge on a story or a myth to be maintained, the story
must be ritually repeated.

Richard Kearney argues:

by virtue of their repeatability, the mythic acts
of the founding fathers become timeless; they
operate according to ritualistic and circular
paradigms which redeem us from the depressing
facts of the present; they bring history to a
standstill and enable us to attend to ancestral
voices; they make us contemporaries with the
'dead generations' of the past, transmuting the
discontinuities of our empirical existence into
the unbroken continuity of an imaginary
("Myth and Motherland" 6)
existence".

The commemoration of the martyrs combined with the repeated
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sacrifice of life to the "cause of Ireland" forged

a

connection to an heroic Irish past whose ideals were

believed to live on in contemporary times.

If,

as Kearney

notes, one's present time appears depressing, the

continuity with the past gives one the hope and courage to
survive

A functioning mythology has added positive elements to
Irish society.

In addition to offering a heightened and

highly charged identity for a people who perceive their
society, past and present, as characterized by anguish and

division, the creation of a distinct communal mythology

based on martyrdom has served a political and cultural
purpose.

The mythic vision has presented many Irish with

their only refuge in a search for unity.

In a society

where all avenues to power are monopolized by a foreign
presence

— in

the language and laws for example

— the

stories

of the martyrs invoke a sense of power in an otherwise

powerless situation; they give to the people who accept the
tales a sense of security and identity.

Continually

present is the idea that you can never be so weak or

powerless that you cannot renounce life.

The sacrifice

provides an opportunity to express a sense of self, to
avoid the humiliation of complete accommodation to the
other.

Homer Barnett comments in Indian Shakers:

Prophets are seldom honored among a people who
A
feel that they are masters of their destiny.
social atmosphere which stimulates a spirit of
self-confidence is not one to encourage reliance
It is only when the
upon super human forces.
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shocks and perils of existence are overwhelming
that the individual feels the need for something
to support his moral weakness.
(3-4)

Kearney asks if there "is not some conviction buried deep
in the Irish psyche that the sacrifice of the scapegoat can

ultimately lead to communal harmony?" ("IRA's Strategy of
Failure" 702).

There is a sense one gets in studying this

mythology that people feel that if just enough blood could
be shed,

if Just enough lives could be sacrificed, Ireland

could be unified.
The mythology of martyrdom offers a personal vision of

continuity and participation in addition to creating unity
and identity.

The world of the sacred is, for the French

theorist Georges Bataille, one of continuity, violence and

mythical language, while the world of work (the profane
world) is one of taboo, order and separation.

To

transgress from one to the other requires violence.

Violence then breaks down the categories and blurs the
distinctions.

Bataille suggests that "for us,

discontinuous beings that we are, death means continuity of
being" (13):

victim is divested of
dies and the spectators share
Sacredness is
reveals.
continuity through the death of
a discontinuous being to those who watch it as a
solemn rite. A violent death disrupts the
creature's discontinuity; what remains, what the
tense onlookers experience in the succeeding
silence, is the continuity of all existence
(22)
with which the victim is now one.
In sacrifice, the
The victim
life.
in what his death
the revelation of

.

.

.

.

.

.

Sacrifice, or transgression, allows people in society to.
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for a time, enjoy the pleasures of the sacred world.

Violence, an integral part of the sacred, is also part of
the nature of the universe: without death there can be no
life.

According to the theory of Rene Girard, the

sacrifice can restore harmony to the community, and restore
the torn social fabric and the emotional integrity and

sense of identity of its members (14).

Many of the authors whose works will be discussed in
this dissertation believed Ireland had been severely

crippled by English colonialism.

The colonizers had

branded the Irish as a barbaric, lazy, dim-witted people.
The greater the perceived cultural and political

destruction, the greater the need felt by certain Irish to

promote the "glorious deeds", real or imagined, of various
Irishmen.

An examination of the Irish literary tradition

and an analysis of the Sarsfield stories will show that

death (martyrdom) was meant to be the beginning of a

transformation of Ireland: the transformation from a
profane to a sacred Ireland.

In the sacred Ireland there

would be no discontinuity with the perceived glories of the
past, and this perpetually renewed connection would itself
be reassurance of the continued existence of Irish culture.

Michael Dames writes:

...

in Ireland the myths of previous ages are
inclined to hang on and on, till eventually (with
or without permission), they become embedded in
It is as
the consciousness of subsequent eras.
though each successive wave of Irish culture is
half-mesmerized by the myths it has rejected, and
in some form acts out the vanquished beliefs, so

imparting to the country a compound psychic
charge both subtle and strong.
In this process
of accumulation little is discarded and
everything is modified.
(9-10)

What Robert Garratt describes as the "sense of the past in
the present"

(5)

inspires all forms of expression of

nationalist ideology
As noted earlier, the mythology of martyrdom provides
a richness,

depth, energy, and hope to the Irish community

which embraces the stories.

Garratt, in discussing the

Yeatsian- inspired creation of a Gaelic, Catholic, agrarian,

unified Ireland, suggests that "the richness of the past
implied a poverty of the present" (5).

I

would argue that

the perceived "poverty in the present" necessitates the

creation of a "richness of the past."

This creation of a

glorious past serves the cultural purpose of providing

a

perception of continuity from past to present.
Invented traditions is the term given by Eric Hobsbawn
for the

process of creating a glorious past.

His

definition of invented traditions
normally
governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and
of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to
inculcate certain values and norms of behaviour
by repetition, which automatically implies
(1)
continuity with the past.
is taken to mean a set of practices,

The repetition of the symbols allow the mythology to

continue generation after generation.
writes,

Declan Kiberd

"for them [the Irish] history is a form of science

fiction, by which their scribes must rediscover in the
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endlessly malleable past whatever it is they are hoping for
in an ideal future"

atmosphere,

(95).

He concludes that in such an

"the word history,

like the word Gaelic, means

whatever you want it to mean, and therefore means nothing"
(95).

The sense that one is living in a depressing time is

not confined to one decade, or even one century.

As long

as a community feels itself oppressed, then the need exists

for a mythology which can fill the void for their time.

The perceived continuity of Irish martyrdom does not

endure because men want to be another Sarsfield, or Tone or
Pearse, but for the reason that they want the ideals

represented by these martyrs finally to be realized.

Concerning the myth of 1916, Gearoid 0 Crualaoich argues
that it is "perhaps best regarded as a dream-location, a

construct, a model to be striven for, if never realized, or

realized only intermittently" (57).
the symbolism of the martyrs.

The same is true for

Given that this particular

mythology arose in a section of the population which found,
and still finds,

itself oppressed, the Utopian ideal

represented through martyrdom is easily embraced in such
desolate conditions.

Sarsfield, then, is not simply

Patrick Sarsfield hero/martyr, but a living ideology: a
vision, a hope, a reflection; he is all of this and none of
this, depending on one's perspective.

Historian Kevin Nowlan comments that the combination
of poetry and myth provide people with a glorious past and
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the possibility of a glorious future.

If the people think

themselves presently in misery, they can rationalize it as
owing to "outside forces" (qtd. in Greene, "Ancient Myth
and Poetry" 12).

That the mythology could be deceitful is,

according to Nowlan, irrelevant, as long as the society
accepts itA mythology presents the people with their particular

version of history.

Hugh Kenner utilizes the "Irish Fact"

to explain the workings of oral tradition in contemporary

Irish society:

"The Irish Fact, definable as anything they

will tell you in Ireland, where you get told a great deal
and had best assume a demeanor of wary appreciation" (2).
He warns that facts and records in Ireland by our standards

would be considered inaccurate.

To illustrate he tells the

story of Baptismal records of Joyce, reportedly dating from
1882 and housed at the Church of St. Joseph, Terenure.

Kenner notes that the church was not built until 1904.
Kenner also argues that "there is comfort in written
records; the very concept of 'accuracy' derives from their

mutual fit" (3-4).
Thus,

"history" itself and the written record

inherently connote "accuracy" and "truth".

However, if the

written record is regarded not as an accurate scientific
record to which we can refer, but as a variant of an oral
tale, then we can, as Gerard Murphy suggests,

"restore to

the corpse buried in the manuscript the soul that once
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animated it" (11).

Vansina explains that verbal testimony

consists not only of the "traditions being related, but
also all of the personal additions made to it by the

informant" {Oral Tradition 22).

The informant serves as a

witness to the events and fashions the nature of the tale
by what additions and deletions s/he makes to the story.

Vansina reminds his readers that all history comprises an
interpretation (Oral Tradition 183), and the value of oral
tradition as an historical source is that it records a
chain of testimonies which relate not only an experience
but also the experiences of the informants. As such, oral

tradition provides an insight into the mindset of the

witnesses relating the story.
Mythology as history is a particular creation.

Just

as the tales of the martyrs must be repeated, this history

must also be commemorated.

Mircea Eliade describes myth as

"the expression of absolute truth because it narrates a

sacred history;

...

a revelation which took place at the

dawn of the Great Time, in the holy time of the beginning"
(Myth, Dreams, and Mysteries 23).

version of a sacred history,

Irish mythology became a

Terrence Brown argues that

with the creation of the mythology, history became not

a

series of events locked in time but "a permanently existing

reality to which appeal can be made in order to endorse

contemporary political deeds" ("The Whole Protestant
Community" 6).

However, the mythology of martyrdom is but
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one functioning mythology in Irish society.

0 Crualaoich,

acknowledging the existence of the loyalist mindset writes:
"I

realize that, in apposite parallel to 1916, it is always

1688 and the Glorious Revolution in the memory/imagination

of some million other Irish people"

(54).

The existence of more than one highly-charged

mythology exacerbates political and social tensions in a
society.

Just as mythology can produce positive results in

a community,

it can also create divisions and

discontinuities.

0 Crualaoich argues that "Irish tradition

cannot be regarded as a fixed body of belief or practice

whose periodic repetition in various ways conserves a

certain world view or lifestyle associated with
era or event."

For him,

selective remembering

(

"tradition is always

and not remembering

)

a

a

historic

process of

that is subject

to and responsive to both the creative dynamic of the

individual memory and the shaping of memorization at
individual and communal levels by current circumstances and
interests" (65).

Discontinuity is as much the product of

mythologizing as continuity.

The tales are told and retold

to keep alive an ideal which is continually reinterpreted
to fit existing circumstances

The existence of more than one myth reinforces for

each community its particular mythology.

In Ireland,

various communities, such as the nationalist and the
loyalist communities, each have their own mythology,
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exclusive of the other.

Thus each community has its own

version of history, each version being sacred for the
participating community.

Patrick Kavanagh notes that a

"myth is a sort of self-contained world in which one can
live"

(268).

The sense of a continuous past for each

community legitimizes their present value systems.

Each

Irish community, whether nationalist or loyalist, retains
its own stock of myths.

Differing traditions led each

community to develop its own sacred history.

Myths of

traditions, such as the "Catholic-separatist myth", and

myths of events, such as the 1641 Ulster rising, have left
their lasting legacy in Irish imagination

.

"Each

community," writes Michael MacDonald, "defines itself as

much by what it is as by what it is not, and what it is
not,

the other" (5),

is above all else,

Or to utilize Enda

McDonagh's words, "the martyrs and saints of one side tend
to be the enemies and demon-figures of the other..."

(124).

Jacqueline Hill examines celebrations of national festivals
to show the divide among communities.

celebrations in Ireland

,

With regard to such

she concludes

In the Republic of Ireland, where ninety-four per
cent of the population is Catholic, St. Patrick's
day is celebrated at the popular level, the state
In Northern
level, and is a bank holiday.
Ireland too St. Patrick's day is celebrated, but
chiefly by Catholics (thirty-one per cent of the

population), while the festival associated with
the majority Protestant population is Orangemen's
day (12 July) when William Ill's victory at the
battle of the Boyne (1 July 1690) is
commemorated. ... the Republic of Ireland,
(30)
however, extends no recognition to 12 July.

This sectarian difference illustrated by the celebrations
is also reinforced by each community's mythology.

In addition to the separation created with competing

mythologies, within the nationalist mythology of martyrdom

discord exists.

The image of continuity inherent in the

dominant republican ideology gives the impression that
Irish nationalism has but one meaning.

However, the term

nationalism, whether applied to Ireland or other countries,

connotes images so varied as to make the term alone
meaningless.

Joseph Leerseen utilizes the term imagology

to describe "the study of the discursive or literary

expression of national attitudes" (3).

He writes that one

can study the image, or expression, of a certain attitude

without entering into a debate about the empirical reality
of the attitude (3),

Thus, to follow Leerson, the

incorporation of Sarsfield into what would be viewed as

a

nationalist ideology need not draw us into a debate on the

emergence of Irish nationalism.
Irish nationalism is made more complex by the lengthy

debates over the impact of colonialism.

English efforts at

colonialism and their eventual conquest of Ireland, both
culturally and politically, created the conditions in
Ireland out of which emerged various expressions of
"Irishness".

Boyce,

in describing the variants of

nationalism which would emerge in Ireland, lists the
following variations:
...the Anglo-Irish, or Old-English, of the
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medieval colony were by the sixteenth century
evolving the idea of a national identity based on
religion and love of the patria, which, under
pressure from the English government became the
ideology of the Irish nation of the seventeenth
century...
Or that the new settlers of the
seventeenth century developed, after the
Williamite wars, a sense of national identity
that was always implicit in colonial identity,
based on religion and love of country. And that
nationalism became a fully formed and articulate
sentiment in the Ireland of the protestant
ascendancy in the last quarter of the eighteenth
century.
After the union with Britain in 1800
Catholic national identity was revived, and given
a new political direction:
the nationalism of
the Catholic democracy, influenced by Protestant
and revolutionary traditions, and by the
resurgence of Gaelic ethnic nationalism in the
late nineteenth century, but able to defend its
character against all comers.
(19)
.

Boyce's description reinforces a theme of this dissertation
that the nationalist version under consideration comprises

only one of many "histories" of Ireland.
The exclusiveness of each community's mythology

highlights a crucial element in the study of Irish
mythology.

Who decides who gets to be a martyr?

A

fundamental question in any study of Irish martyrs is

whether the "victims" were martyrs or suicides.

The debate

over this issue reinforces the divide between two

communities in Northern Ireland.

Padraig O'Malley notes

the exclusiveness of each mythology in Biting at the Grave,

his study of the 1981 hunger strikes.

He observes that

"Protestants took refuge in their own sense of supremacy
and the triumphalism it inspired:

they would find ways to

live for their country; Catholics could only find ways to
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die for theirs"

(162).

The Protestant/loyalist community

refused to "witness" the acts of the Catholic/nationalist
community.

Choice was the crucial dividing element in the

perception of the two communities.

The Protestants argued

that the hunger strikers chose their death, therefore they

were not martyrs but suicides.

Catholic theology drew a

very fine line between the question of martyrdom and
suicide.

The generally accepted theory is that if by your

actions, your main intent was not your death, but the

righting of a wrong, then should you die, it is not willful
suicide.

O'Malley also addresses this issue:

"The crucial

theological consideration, therefore, appeared to come down
to the hunger strikers' motivation.

...Self inflicted

death, consciously willed, was not the fundamental

purpose. "1

For the nationalist view to sustain itself,

the dead had to be viewed as martyrs;

for the loyalist

vision to be upheld, the dead had to be viewed as suicides.
The exclusiveness of each view forced each community to

define the deeds as heroic or not.

For the nationalists,

the symbolism of the death must rise above any debate over
the validity of the act.

Martyrdom reaffirmed the

nationalist community's sense of identity.

O'Malley 178. The terms Catholics and Protestants do
NOT denote only religious significance. As Michael
McDonald notes in Children of Wrath, "Historically Irish
religions have conveyed deeply irreligious meanings:
Protestantism meant privilege, while Catholicism implied
deprivation
1.

.

There is danger inherent in the Irish mythology of

martyrdom.

"There is nothing so dangerous to a modern

state, where politics take the place of theology, as a

bunch of martyrs.

A bunch of martyrs were the bomb in

1916, and we are living in the explosion," wrote William

Butler Yeats during the 1921-22 Irish Civil War (qtd. in
Costello 201).

The violence which accompanies the

sacrifice can not only unify, but also destroy and leave

nothing left to unify.

Enda McDonagh, an Irish priest, in

discussing the role of Irish martyrdom, wonders if some
"national

,

political ideal "

overrode all other

considerations, "including consideration of life and death?
Have we found a substitute god, an alternative supreme
being, --a godling?"

And he asks,

"what are we prepared to

kill for?... to die for?... and how far is the ideal pursued
at the expense of the people?"

(129).

There are dangers in

too strong an adherence to any mythology or ideology.

Crualaoich remarks that "excessive preoccupation

.

.

.

0

can

produce the excesses of a nationalism of the Zionist,

Afrikaaner or Provisional IRA variety, or a totalitarian
regime of imposition" such as Hitler's or Stalin's regime
(59).

Some scholars have argued that Irish mythology

constitutes the burden of Irish history.

Moody expresses a

prevalent view when he suggests that "the obsession with
myths, and especially the more destructive myths.
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perpetuates the closed mind" (23).

Myths are sustained,

because people do not stop to think. "Once we stop to
think", Kavanagh argues,

"the illusion is gone"

(269).

He

continues
in the case of a poet's mythology the all-

embracing fog must remain impenetrable. We must
not be able to escape from it. In certain
circumstances the only way to succeed in this is
to accept failure and by so doing realise that
failure is something in the mind.
(269)

Thomas Kinsella asks what is the "value of a society if
that society is successfully held together by a series of

misunderstandings, falsehoods, and so on?" (qtd. in Greene,
"Ancient Myth and Poetry" 11-13).

Myth in these

circumstances, becomes not a positive tool but a negative
one,

entrapping the people, robbing them of interest in

their present condition.

The nationalist myth reassured

the people that those who suffered the most would

eventually conquer.
strikers:

O'Malley writes of the hunger-

"Their self-images, reinforced by the chronicles

of oppression.

behalf" (116).

..

impaired their capacity to act in their own
And,

martyrs, he adds,

in a fitting statement for all Irish

"in the end,

they were victims of our

myths" (117).

Concerns such as these led to a revisionist movement
in Irish history in the 1970s and 80s,

revisionism movement was demythologizing

One facet of the
.

Professor Moody

proclaimed that it was Irish mythology, not Irish history,
that would be the death of Ireland (23).

Following this

idea, writers have sought to demythologize the history of

Ireland.

Scholars have,

D.

George Boyce states,

"challenged the idea of a pantheon of Irish nationalist
heroes, from Tone to Pearse, leading their people to the
light" (398),

The traditional, academic interpretation of

Irish history is rendered by T. W. Moody, who argues that

"history is a matter of facing the facts of the Irish past,

however painful some of them may be; mythology is a way of
refusing to face the historical facts" (23).
However, just as adherence to a mythology can produce

excesses, so can de-mythologizing

.

Recognition of the

dangers of a mythology should be the goal, not the

destruction of the mythology itself.

Although Kavanagh

objected to nationalism because "nationalism is seldom

based on those sincerities which give any truly spiritual
force its power" (268), he, too, acknowledged that appeals
In discussing Mangan's poetry,

to sentiment have power.

Kavanagh confesses that

"I

almost begin to believe in the

myth of Ireland as a spiritual reality" (272).

De-

mythologizing, in a negative sense, can leave the people
feeling alienated from their own culture.

According to

Richard Kearney, the process involves "negatively
interpreting myth as a masked discourse which conceals a
real meaning behind an imaginary one" {Transitions 273).
The "real" meaning, whether "economics", "power", or

"unconscious desires", can be uncovered, it is suggested.
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through the demythologizing process.

Kearney warns that

there is a danger in the process and that what should

happen is that the myths should be de-mythologized

,

still

leaving the people with a constructive base on which to

build a future {Transitions 274-75).
In the process of demythologizing we tend to overlook,
as outside the bounds of legitimate historical research,

the concept that could tell us most about a people

imagination.

— their

We do not recognize that what people believe

determines how they react and how they form their concepts
of themselves, their society and others, as well as

structure their political, social and economic life.^
These beliefs of a people are recorded in oral tradition.
in oral tradition,

Thus,

As Vansina argues,

Irish history is Irish mythology.

"every testimony and every tradition has

a purpose and fulfils a function"

(Oral Tradition 77).

In

Ireland, each community's version of history is valid,

because each version records the beliefs and experiences of
the people of a particular community.

There is no "right"

and "wrong"; to describe the competiting versions as such

would be to fall into the dangers described for
demythologizing.
In a study of Cleopatra,

Lucy Hughes-Hallett notes

that an essential question to ask about any historical

am indebted to Thompson's The Imagination of an
Insurrection and Costello's The Heaz^t Grown Brutal for
stimulating my interest in this work.

2.
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legend is,

"Why is this story being told now, and in this

manner?" (4).

Her question represents an especially valid

and important topic to consider for Ireland.

What does the

rewriting and recreation of "martyrs" tell us about the
needs of Irish society at a particular time?

What events

influenced Irish society to such an extent that

a

portion

of the population felt the need to embrace a mythology of

martyrdom?
This study of the mythology of martyrdom will

illustrate how the reinterpretat ion and reinvention of myth
as history provides certain people with an identity and

thus a vision for the future

The repetition of the

mythology is illustrated in the words of 0 Crualaoich,

writing in response to the seventy-fifth anniversary of the
1916 Rising:
As well as happening seventy-five years ago,
"1916" for me happened at the beginning of
prehistory never happened at all and is "only" a
story; happens regularly at intervals determined
by political occurrences; it is happening now; it
is yet to happen.
(53)
;

.

.

.

The continuity inherent in 0 Crualaoich 's impression of the

myth of 1916 demonstrates the powerful hold of the

mythology on the mindset of people.

This study of the

development of both the "historical" and the "mythic"
Sarsfield gives us an insight into the factors that certain
For similar studies of mythic transformation in regard
J.C. Holt, Robin Hood;
to various people or events, see:
Histories, Dreams and
Cleopati^a:
Lucy Hughes-Hallett
Distortions; John Mack Farragher, Daniel Boone; P.B. Ellis,
The Boyne Water.
3.
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people at a particular time felt were needed in order
for

Ireland to obtain nationhood.

This overview on history, myth, and martyrdom forms
the theoretical framework for this dissertation.

From this

broad perspective, we will now move to a tighter focus on

Sarsfield and the events relating to the 1688-91 period of
Irish history.

CHAPTER II

THE WAR OF THE TWO KINGS:
"I

SARSFIELD AS HERO

learned all my life cruel England to blame
And so I'm a part of the patriot game. "

The following biographical account presents the

demy the logized view of Patrick Sarsfield's life.

Within

this account is the basis for the literary tales which

emerged after his death.

Literary motifs will be examined

in a following chapter, but the following ideas should be

readily apparent as one reads the "objective"" account of

Sarsfield's life:

the symbolism and ideal of a leader; the

importance of genealogy; the sovereignty (old woman) motif;
and the mythic element of the sleeping army.

Also

important to the future literary transformation of

Sarsfield is the image of Sarsfield as a hero during his
lifetime

*

English history records the period 1688-1691 as the
"Glorious Revolution" or the "Bloodless Revolution".
for Ireland the

"'War

But

of the Two Kings" (Cogadh an Da Rl)

was neither "glorious"" nor ""bloodless"".

The loss of the

war signified the final defeat for those Irish hoping for a
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reversal of the Cromwellian land confiscation.

It should

be noted that only some 36 years had passed since
Cromwell

had terrorized Ireland.

The massacres at Drogheda and

Wexford passed into folklore, and the "Curse of Cromwell",
the land transference, followed his defeat of the Irish.

Ruth Dudley Edward records that
at the end of the Tudor monarchy, in 1603,
despite the Tudor confiscations and plantations,
90% of Irish land was still in Catholic hands.
By 1641, mainly due to the success of the Ulster
plantations, this proportion had been reduced to
59%.
By the accession of James II in 1685, only
22% of land was left in Catholic hands.
After
the Treaty of Limerick (1691), Catholics held
only 14%.
The Penal Codes reduced this
proportion even more.
(177)

Land was the issue that brought a majority of Irish to the
side of James II.

The troubles in Ireland have never been

primarily about religion; religion serves here as a
cultural badge.

Had Catholics converted en masse, the

Protestant colonizers would have been forced to share their
land and wealth, and that they would not do.

Land and

religion, linked since the Elizabethan conquest (for the
test of loyalty under Elizabeth's reign was religion), were
the two principal issues confronting seventeenth-century

Ireland.

Cromwell's land confiscation had not distinguished

between Old English (English settlers who retained their
Catholicism after 1529) and Old Irish (native Irish ).i

The

Old English were forced into an uneasy alliance with the

1.

Liam dePaor notes that another term was coming into use

native Irish, but their loyalty, as Michael MacDonald
has
remarked,

is at best ambivalent (124).

Their goal was

directed at devising a policy which would allow them full
rights in a Protestant state while still retaining their
Catholic religion.

That they allied with the native Irish

was not as much for mutual interests but for their own
gains.

In terms of religion,

the Catholic church had been

harshly suppressed during the Cromwellian period, and
despite attempts at rebuilding during the Restoration,

Catholicism came under attack again during the latter years
of Charles II 's reign.

The accession of James II was a

last hope for the Irish to regain what had been taken from
them.

The Protestant Irish were also dissatisfied with the

Cromwellian settlement.

As guardians of English interests

in Ireland, many felt that the existence of any Catholic

landowners was dangerous.

Catholics to convert.

Yet they had no desire for the

They jealously guarded their elite

standing, portraying the Catholics as savages and utilizing

terror tales to bar Catholics from any avenues to power.

John Miller argues that the Protestant elite "consisted
of.

.

.maybe one third of the Protestant minority"

("Tyrconnell and James II" 804).

J.

G.

Simms claims that

at the end of Charles II 's reign (1685), the Protestants

during the reign of James I (1603-25), and that was
^ireannaigh, or Irish, and was applied to those born in
Ireland, no matter their descent (144).
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"owned nearly all Ulster; had four-fifths of
Leinster and

Munster and over half of Connacht. But outside Ulster
there
were enough Catholic nobility and gentry to... provide
the

nucleus of a Catholic revival if a favourable opportunity
arose" {Jacobite Ireland 7).

This fear of what could

happen has been and still is foremost in the minds of many
Protestants, leading to the development of what has been

termed a "siege mentality" in the loyalist community

(

Kemmy

and Walsh 3)
The term Protestant in Ireland refers to anyone who is
not a Catholic, and is usually interpreted to mean someone

belonging to the Anglican church.

But lumped into the

Protestant category is a third group of people, the
Dissenters, of which the Ulster Scots formed the largest

percentage.

Dissenters were also discriminated against by

the government, but there are no indications that the

Catholics and dissenters ever thought of joining forces.
J.

G.

Simms quotes the Lord Lieutenant, Ormonde, who

"thought that if Catholics came to power they would draw no

distinction between Protestants and Dissenters" {Jacobite

Ireland 12)
The period 1685-91 was of more significance than an

Irish attempt to regain land and religious concessions.

Ireland became the battlefield in an international power

struggle between William III and Louis XIV of France.

A

legacy of broken promises, broken treaties, hallowed events
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and heroes emerged for Ireland from this glorious period.

"Protestant" Ireland emerged from the war victorious and

with memories destined to keep their spirit alive for
centuries.

"Catholic" Ireland found itself defeated and

its men exiled.

Having no glories to celebrate, out of

necessity heroes were sought, but only Sarsfield fulfilled
the requirements

As the War of the Two Kings forms only a backdrop to

this study, what follows on the historical background to
the period is not new.

An abundance of material is

available on the politics and wars of the 1688-91 period^.
Charles II once remarked of James II,

"I am

much

afraid that when my brother comes to wear the crown he will
be obliged to travel again" (McLynn 9).

The accession of

James II in 1685 raised hopes for the Catholics that a land

settlement would be forthcoming.

The corollary was that

Protestant fears were raised of Catholic revenge.

Coming

to the throne already converted to Catholicism, James

symbolised all that Anglican England feared.

He hastened

to assure his subjects that he would not allow his

religious beliefs to destroy the "Protestant
Establishment", yet his actions gave lie to his words.

began appointing Catholics to government positions.

He

He

also appointed his friend, Richard Talbot, later Earl of
Roy
For general information, see the following:
J.G.Simms has written numerous
Foster, Modern Ireland,
works on this period; see especially Jacobite Ireland 168591 and War and Politics in Ireland, 1649-1730.
2-
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Tyrconnell, as viceroy and placed him in
command of the
Irish army.
Not only was Talbot in charge of
remodelling
the Irish army, but after James
defeated Monmouth's

rebellion, the King began slowly increasing
the number of
Catholics in the English army. Additionally,
the two Acts
of Indulgence, 1687-88, outlining religious
toleration,
"sent some Protestants fleeing from Dublin, but
most stayed

and armed- (Johnson 60).

The 1687 Act "granted freedom of

worship to all denominations," while the April 1688 Act
"specifically abolished discrimination against Catholics. "3

Piers Wauchope notes that not until 1688 was there any
open opposition to the army reforms, but the reign of James
II nonetheless ended in December of the same year.

The

English population expressed decidedly anti-Catholic
feelings by 1688.

Dates 's Popish Plot of 1678 had

rekindled Protestant fears and Louis XIV 's revocation of
the Edict of Nantes in France, 1685, had, as Wauchope

writes,
refugees.

"flooded London with thousands of Huguenot

With them came the most horrific tales of

persecution, forced conversion, torture and murder" (35).

These stories were a terrifying reminder of the tales told

during the 1641 rebellion in Ireland, when it was reported
Faolain 162. This sketch is not intended as a complete
history of James's reign. As historians have argued, James
came to the throne with his crown in jeopardy. Monmouth's
rebellion greeted James as king, and an uneasy alliance
between James and his army lasted until the English army,
led by John Churchill, deserted James for William and Mary.
Monmouth was the illegitimate son of Charles II; Berwick
was the illegitimate son of James II.
3.
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that Catholics were massacring, torturing
and raping

Protestants.

Wauchope remarks "to the Englishman of 1688

Roman Catholicism, that old superstition, had
two

offsprings

— despotism

and terror."-*

The birth of James Francis Edward in June 1688
ended

whatever hopes the English might have had that James,
after
an early departure from this world, might leave his

Protestant daughters, Mary and Anne, as heirs.

The threat

of a Catholic succession to the throne convinced Parliament
to act.

Mary and her husband, William, the Prince of

Orange, were invited to accept the throne of England.

Sensing a grand opportunity to further his war against the
King of France, William accepted the offer after a little

Wauchope 35. Concerning the Gates plot, Liam dePaor
writes, "The 'popish plot' agitation of 1678 was English,
but the prejudice of the time required Ireland to be
involved in any such machination" (The Peoples of Ireland
Like many events in Irish history, the happenings of
160).
1641 have gone into folklore.
In Catholic Ireland the
events are known as "The Great Rebellion", to the
Protestants "The Great Massacre".
It was one of the few
truly sectarian conflicts in Irish history. According to
Faolain, the rebellion was caused by "wrongs carefully
remembered and imagined by the dispossessed Northern Gael"
Roy Foster, as usual, has a different slant on the
(128).
event, but he too recognizes the powerful images generated
by the events:
"Those who led the revolt .. .were not the
dispossessed natives, driven beyond endurance; nor were
they fanatically Catholic revanchists. They were the
Ulster gentry, of Irish origin, ...victims of psychological
displacement" {Modern Ireland 86). And of the importance
of 1641 he writes, "What people thought happened in that
bloody autumn conditioned events and attitudes in Ireland
Popular
for generations to come" (Modern Ireland 85).
sentiment against Catholicism during James's reign can be
Judged by the mass approval which followed the acquittal of
the Seven 'Seditious' Bishops in June 1688.
4.
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hesitation.

He and Mary, along with a contingent of
his

men, arrived on English soil in November
1688.

Soon after the birth of his son, James planned to

consolidate his weakening position by ordering over
regiments from Ireland.

Many historians argue that James

precipitated the event he was trying to forestall.
October the Irish troops landed in England.
James was disastrous.

In

The result for

In an atmosphere of hostile anti-

Catholicism, bringing Irish-Catholic troops to England was
sheer folly.

According to J.G. Simms, "The importance of

Irish regiments was regarded as an affront to the English

army and contributed to its abandonment of James" ("The

Restoration" 483).

And abandon James they did, after which

he fled England, eventually arriving in France at the court
of Louis XIV.

The coronation for William and Mary was held

in February 1689.

The "Glorious Revolution" was over, now

came the "War of the Two Kings."

Roy Foster argues that "...in history and ballad, at
least, the war of the three kings [his term] was the last

stand of Catholic Ireland against Protestant Ascendancy,

Imparting the epic aura still immortalized in the naive art
of Belfast gable-ends" (142).

Murals depicting glorious

King William III remind Catholics of their bitter defeat in

this war.

As is often the case in Irish history, the fate

of Ireland was not of primary concern for most of the

participants.

For William, Ireland engulfed in war was a

nuisance which kept him from his important matters on the
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Continent.

Louis XIV saw Ireland as a means of
diverting
William and his forces from the war on
the Continent.
(Louis declared war against the Dutch in
November 1688.)

Whether or not Louis actually envisioned a
French
backed "independent" Ireland remains debatable.
James II
made no secret that Ireland, for him, was a stepping

stone

to regaining his crown.

For the Irish, most of the

Protestants supported William; the Catholics supported
James out of necessity.

And yet, as Foster and other

writers have noted, underneath this illusion of uniformity,
the "Catholic" side was split between the Old English and

Old Irish.

In fact, the very differences and animosities

among the various groups and individuals necessitated the

creation of a hero, a figure who could, in popular
imagination, serve to unite a disparate and losing cause.

*

Sarsfield was a fine cut of an Anglo-Irishman,
tall and with a noble stance, and long hair in
ringlets cascading down his manly chest.
(Paddy
Lysaght, Comic History of Limerick 21)
...he had a true Irish heart, ...above all he
loved Ireland and the "mere Irish" as no other
captain of his day did. (John Todhunter, Patrick

Sarsfield 2)

—

He was handsome, generous, brave, impulsive
regular giant in stature and in strength; and
with all these qualities became the idol of those
who knew him.
(J. Murphy, "Sarsfield" 837)
...in all that splendid and tragic array there
is no name more cherished than that of Patrick
Sarsfield, there is no figure more truly heroic.
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there is no man who achieved less
Gwynn, "Sarsf ield" 253)

(Denis

"The darling of the army" as he became known,
Patrick

Sarsfield came to epitomize the spirit of Ireland
during
the "War of the Two Kings."

A glance at the events which

followed in 1688-91 would lead one to ask:

why Sarsfield?

He played no active role during the famous battle of the

Boyne in 1690, nor in the more decisive military battle, at
Aughrim, in 1691.

In fact, his role in both affairs was in

conducting the retreat, which one might say he seems to
have done exceedingly well!

His one offensive victory was

a raid on William's siege train in 1690,

a success which

established his reputation as a brave soldier.

Still, the

raid did not inflict a decisive defeat on William, though
ae we shall see,

it might have prolonged the war.

Sarsfield' 8 final job was to negotiate the 1691 Treaty of
Limerick, the famous "Broken Treaty", which left Catholic

Ireland destitute.

No military victories and a worthless

treaty would appear to be Sarsfield 's legacy to Ireland.
But in an Irish atmosphere of remembering and celebrating

historical "failures", Sarsfield possessed the

characteristics which would allow him to become one of the
most beloved names in the litany of martyrs who have given

their lives for Ireland.

What factors in Sarsfield 's brief life account for
such enthusiasm?
descent.

The Sarsfield family is of Anglo-Irish

Piers Wauchope, who has written the only academic
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historical biography of Sarsfield this century {Patrick

Sarsfield and the Willlamite War, 1992),

notes that

Sarsfield "was neither Anglo-Norman nor Gaelic.

He was

both, and as such he was the seventeenth-century

representative of the new Ireland" (1).b
line,

From his mother's

Sarsfield could claim descent from the O'Moore line,

which gave him the prestige of claiming descent from the
hero of 1641, Rory O'Moore.

Indeed,

later authors would

use this genealogy to promote Sarsfield's grandeur.

J.

G,

Simms is one of many writers to argue that Sarsfield's

family background "gave him special standing with the

Gaelic Irish" ("The Restoration" 500).

But Wauchope notes

that "it was certainly not the suffering of the wild Gaels

that had the greatest effect on his emotions as a youth"
(3).

He argues that the Sarsfield family "shifted

loyalties from Rory O'Moore and Gaels to the forces of

Charles

I"

(6).

Thus, during the Cromwellian period the

family forfeited Lucan Manor, in Co. Dublin, and Tully
House in Co. Kildare.

Wauchope concludes that "the war had

been won by the one side with whom they had never been in
alliance" (6).

During the Restoration, Sarsfield senior

regained Tully House, but a legal dispute over Lucan Manor
was not settled until well into the reign of William II,
An examination of the various bibliographic articles
which appeared on Sarsfield from the eighteenth century to
In
the twentieth century will be presented in Chapter IV,
the following narrative I rely primarily on Wauchope, who
has written the only academic biography of Sarsfield to
appear this century.
5-
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after the death of Patrick Sarsfield.

Accordingly,

Sarsfield had no expectation of being the master of
Lucan

Manor

.

Sarsfield 's birthdate is unknown, but the accepted
date is 1655.

Having no prospects in Ireland, he left for

service in France, sometime in the 1670s; the generally

cited date is 1675.

This vagueness in Sarsfield's early

life allows for the creation of some colorful stories about
the young Sarsfield.

Wauchope argues that Sarsfield served

in "Monmouth's regiment of foot,

the 'Royal Anglais', which

served as a battalion in the French army" (11).

The

regiment was involved in numerous battles, but was recalled

when the relationship between France and England changed.
Sarsfield next appeared in England, joining the King's
newly formed regiment.

He was commissioned as "Captain

Sarsfield", but with the hysteria surrounding the Oates
Plot,

the commission became invalid.

He and other Irish

officers were arrested, but soon released and sent back to
Ireland.
1681,

Wauchope records that he was back in England by

and became involved in two duels, which "gained him

something of a reputation" (18).

In a 1909 biography of

Sarsfield designed to promote Irish martyrs, William Moran
writes,

"we need hardly wonder that Sarsfield was tempted

to fight a duel:

his physical constitution was such as was

Wauchope 7-10. He notes that "Lucan manor was
demolished in the 18th century and the existing Lucan House
was built in its place" (7n). Today Lucan House is the
residence of the ambassador of Italy.
6.
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calculated to secure him victory in single combat..."
(5).
Moran neglects to mention that Sarsfield never won his
duels.

But that "fact" was not of importance, for Moran

notes that Sarsfield was, "in personal appearance, of a
tall and manly figure" (5).
In 1683 Sarsfield involved himself in two escapades,

both of which included abducting women.

The first

incident, occurring in March 1683, he participated in to

help a friend.

In the second escapade, however, Sarsfield

abducted one Elizabeth Herbert; Wauchope comments that
"finding she did not love him, he returned her" (24-25).

Sarsfield then became involved in two more duels, both of

which he again lost.

Wauchope observes that Sarsfield was

"London's least successful duelist" (26).

This less than

remarkable record is all we have of young Sarsfield's early
life, before he made his declaration of loyalty to James II

and then to the Irish cause.
At the accession of James II, Sarsfield offered his

services to James II and saw action at Sedgemoor during

Monmouth's rebellion.

Sarsfield was wounded during the

affair; Wauchope writes that Sarsfield was "knocked off his

horse and left for dead" (32).

However, Monmouth was

defeated and "now Sarsfield's name was known where it
counted" (Wauchope 32).

Here again, Sarsfield does not

seem to have accomplished much, except that he survived.
He did achieve promotion and became one of the Catholics
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James enlisted in his English army.

In May 1686 Sarsfield

served under a colonel, who though
Protestant, was a
trusted officer of the monarchy (though not
necessarily of
James).
He was John Churchill, 39 years old, later
the

Duke of Marlborough.

As James II faced increasing

hostility by 1688, Sarsfield was sent to Ireland to
press
Tyrconnell for more Irish troops to supplement the army
in
England.
Tyrconnell had none to give and Sarsfield
returned to England.

With the arrival of William and his

troops, the royal army began deserting James, and in

December 1688 the "old" King left England, never to return.
Sarsfield for the time, remained in London.

Wauchope

records that William wanted to use Sarsfield as an emmisary
to take a proposal to Tyrconnell, but Sarsfield reportedly

refused "to help deprive his lawful sovereign of one of his
kingdoms" (Wauchope 42).

Sarsfield soon gained permission

to travel to France, where he and other officers,

Berwick, Joined James.

including

The plan eventually decided upon,

presupposing French aid, was for James to reclaim his
throne via Ireland.

In March 1689, James and his followers

landed in Ireland, where James once again disappointed the
Irish.

*

The story of why Sarsfield was held in high regard by
the Irish soldiers (and by English accounts also) cannot be
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understood from his actions alone.

In considering how he

is viewed by both contemporary and later writers,

themes need to be kept in mind.

several

The events of this era

"conditioned" Ireland for the future.

The atmosphere of

"what might have been" and "what could be if" is an

important factor in assessing Sarsfield's popularity.

A

second theme is the lack of regard the Irish gave to other
"potential" heroes, such as James II and the Earl of

Tyrconnell.
issue.

The motif of the outsider forms the third

The outsider in this conte.xt can function as either

James II, Tyrconnell, or the French.

Genealogy serves as

the basis for this theme, for as we shall see,

in the

entire lot of "potential" heroes, Sarsfield was the only
"true" Irishman.

And a fourth matter for consideration is

the constant bickering and jealousies amongst the

commanders on the Irish side.

From an Irish perspective,

the jealousy among Tyrconnell, Berwick, the French and

Sarsfield, served to keep Sarsfield out of overall command;
he was therefore,

in the popular view, prevented from

saving the country he so dearly loved.

Towering above all other men in the role of "should
have beens",

is the Stuart king himself,

James II.

1895 biography of Sarsfield Todhunter comments,
[was] succeeded by James the blunderer.

.

In an

"Charles

.he inherited the

dregs of the Stuart nature, its arrogance, its meanness,
its shifty futility.

...

He meant to be upright but he

tottered" (9).

An 1853 biography of Sarsfield sums up

James ^s rule as "a short reign composed entirely
of a

succession of mistakes" ("Patrick Sarsfield Earl of
Lucan;
A Biography" 512).

Other labels include "a nerveless king"

(Gwynn 259), a king of "childish irresolution and

petulance" (MacDonnell 18), and the most delightful of all,
from Lady Gregory, who writes of James,

wisp instead of a broom" (167).

"I

fear we have a

The (in)action of the

Stuart King which secured him such a negative place in the

hearts of many Irish was his role in the battle of the
Boyne in 1690.

James arrived in Ireland in March 1690, with a

contingent of French, Irish, English, and Scottish
supporters.

Between March 1689 and July 1690, James was

beset by numerous difficulties.

The siege of Londonderry

by James's forces lasted from April to July 28, 1689.

The

"miraculous" lifting of the siege has become one of the

greatest Protestant "Orange " celebrations

.

In this

atmosphere James called a meeting of the Irish Parliament
for May 1689.

As only the King can call a meeting of the

Parliament, this Jacobite parliament raises an interesting

question of legality, about which many historians have
written.

However, the Parliament of 1689 should be viewed

as more than an academic debate.

The mere calling of the

Parliament once again raised fears in Protestants that a
Catholic conspiracy was beginning.

That James did not
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proclaim the establishment of Roman Catholicism in
Ireland,
but only "liberty of conscience", did not calm
Protestant
fears,

for there was the inevitable talk of reversing

the Cromwellian land settlement.

J.

G.

Simms alleges that

the Parliament actually "disillusioned Jameses Irish

supporters" by clearly showing them that the intention of
the Stuart King was above all else to regain England {The

Jacobite Parliament of 1689 18),

He therefore would do

nothing to further endanger English opinion.
parliament was prorogued on 18 July.

The

Later nationalist

historians would view the 1689 Parliament as a "patriot
Parliament."

Contemporary accounts, capitalizing on

James's lack of character and ability, labelled it the
"pretended Parliament "^
.

Tyrconnell fares little better than James in Irish
eyes.

He had remained in charge in Ireland after James 'ss

Roy Foster presents James in a less negative light than
the popular accounts of the period.
He argues that "James
was not the extremist fanatic of Whig historiography; he
wanted full acceptance rather than dominance for
Catholicism" {Modern Ireland 139). Once again James was
caught between his overridiiig concern for "British"
interests and Irish interests, the two which always seem to
be in opposition.
On the siege of Londonderry, Foster
states that the annual celebration of the raising of the
siege of Derry began in 1790 {Modern Ireland 147).
Simms writes that
8.
J. G. Simms, Jacobite Parliament 3.
"contemporary Jacobite accounts were also unfavourable" to
"They criticised it as ill-timed, as
the parliament:
prejudicial to King James's prospects, and as failing to
Liam dePaor
meet the demands of Irish Catholics" (4).
gives the date for the dismissal of the Parliament in his
Peoples of Ireland (163). See also Foster, Modern Ireland
144-147, for a discussion of the Parliament and the siege
of LondonDerry.
7.
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flight from England to France.

Left with few troops after

James had called over regiments in 1688
and with virtually
no money, Tyrconnell had attempted to
refashion an Irish
army.

He faced opposition from Protestants in
the north,

particularly in Ulster and Sligo, where they had
declared
for William.

He initially hesitated over supporting James

after the latter 's flight from England, but, after
being

assured of French support, became very vocal in his
support
of opening up an Irish front.

Unlike Sarsfield, Tyrconnell was descended from an Old

English family, and "clearly disliked the O's and Macs"
(Miller,

"Tyrconnell and James II" 804).

By all accounts

Tyrconnell was ill-tempered, deceitful and convinced of his
own superiority.

Miller quotes the Earl of Clarendon, who

exclaimed that Tyrconnell "is a man of monstrous vanity as
well as pride and furious passion" ("Tyrconnell and James
II" 805).

Having been raised in a strict Catholic

household, he was also known for his religious bigotry.

In

the arena of court politics he was known to be a realist, a

trait which would lead to suspicion on the part of the
Irish.

When Tyrconnell would suggest that the Irish could

not hold out against the English, and that perhaps a peace

treaty should be made, he was viewed as a possible

conspirator with England.

Throughout the years of the war,

there were several conspiracies to displace him as

commander in Ireland, in favor of Sarsfield.

Tyrconnell

's
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skill at manipulation kept the conspirators
divided, and it
was only when he made a trip to France, leaving Berwick
in
charge, that Sarsfield was able to claim some official

authority in Ireland.

Tyrconnell may be forgiven for his

reluctance to see a prolonged siege in Ireland.

He was

twelve years old when Cromwell besieged Drogheda, and

though seriously wounded, Tyrconnell was one of the few to
escape the slaughter in 1641.

Tyrconnell 's policy aims for Ireland were to restore

Catholics to positions in the government and army; to

disarm the Protestant militia, and to break the Cromwellian
land settlement.

Miller argues that his interest was to

"recover the lands confiscated since 1641" and that "this

was of little interest to the native Irish who had lost
theirs much earlier.

His lack of regard for the Old

Irish would be just one more factor which lost him support

among the Irish troops.
The French initially sent no troops with James, only

money and advisors.

Sent as military commander in 1689 was

Marshall Conrad von Rosen.

Rosen would be replaced the

following year by the Comte de Lauzun.

Of more importance

was Comte d'Avaux, former ambassador at the Hague, whose
job was to smooth relations between the Irish factions and

also establish contacts in Britain.

His letters have been

For Tyrconnell 's presence at Drogheda, see Wauchope 118
and McGuire 74.
See pages 816-20 for a
Miller, "Tyrconnell" 805.
10.
detailed examination of his policy objectives.
9.
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preserved for 1689-90 and are an important
primary source
for this period.
A plan to sent French troops

to Ireland

would be completed the following year.

In exchange for

French troops, the Irish had to form regiments
to send to
France.
James needed experienced troops in Ireland, but
Louis wanted experienced Irish troops in return.

D'Avaux initially proposed that Sarsfield should be
sent to France.

birth,

He wrote that Sarsfield was not of noble

"but he is a gentleman who has distinguished himself

by his ability and whose reputation in this country is

greater than that of any man

I

know."

D'Avaux continued to

explain that Sarsfield "has a sense of honor and
integrity", and that "other first class colonels would obey
him, something they would not do for anyone else" (qtd.

Wauchope 92-3).

in

James refused the request, claiming that

the French were trying to steal all his best commanders.

The King did offer his son, Berwick, but this time the

French refused.

In considering the French aid to Ireland,

one must remember that for them, their primary purpose was
to divert William's troops.

D'Avaux disliked Berwick;

Lauzun was considered inept by Tyrconnell (and everyone
else); St. Ruth, who arrived in 1691 to take charge at

Aughrim, was considered a brave soldier, but was disliked

because he was perceived to have taken away command from
Sarsfield.

Throughout the war, the French were an uneasy

ally for the Irish.
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William landed at Carrickf ergus in June
1690, with an
additional fifteen thousand men (Wauchope
97-98).

Prior to

his arrival, the Williamite troops in Ireland
were
commanded by 74 year old Marshal Schomberg, a
highly

respected commander.

Schomberg had been in Ireland since

August 1689, and had gained control of the North
for

William's forces.

However, his failure to end the war led

to a decline in his reputation, and William was
convinced

that for the war to be concluded, he would have to take

charge personally.

He had little desire to travel to

Ireland, for in addition to being out of England, he felt

that in going to Ireland he would "be out of knowledge of
the world" (J.G. Simms, Jacobite Ireland 135).

Little

military activity occurred during winter 1689-90.
in the spring, both armies were on the move.

However,

The Irish

blocked the route to Dublin, and the two armies, led by the
two kings, met at the Boyne on

1

July (12 July ns.)

The battle of the Boyne has become a political symbol
in Ireland.

Celebrated by the Protestants as the decisive

battle of the war, it has been incorporated into their

mythology as the day "when William of Orange, and our
immortal forefathers, overthrew the Pope and Popery at the
Boyne.

Then began the era of civil and religious

liberty.

"n

11.

B.

P.

In many popular accounts of the period

Ellis,

The Boyne Water xi.

Ellis's book is an
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the Boyne is often described as the
turning point in the
war.
The standard description of the battle
depicts

William's forces quickly routing the Irish and
James being
one of the first to flee the battlefield.

In the military

sense, the Boyne was not the decisive battle of
the war;

Aughrim, which took place the following year, would be.
But the events at the Boyne are important because
they

provided

a

psychological victory for the Williamites.

William had defeated James; he had run James off the
battlefield.

Wauchope, presenting an academic account of

the battle, argues that James "intended to fight

ar\d

he

wanted to fight, but he was quite simply outmanoeuvred

12

Ellis also contends that James attempted to prolong the
battle, but after having his forces divided, he received

information from Sarsfield and Thomas Maxwell that the
terrain made a final stand impossible.

Jacobite

contemporary accounts portray the Boyne as
"a scuffle followed by a stampede"

Restoration" 498).

(J.G.

a

sklrmlsii,

Simms,

or

"Tiie

After a comparison of Jacobite and

Williamite accounts of the battle, J.G. Simms declares that

account of how and why the Boyne became a political symbol.
12.
Wauchope claims that William "fooled James. He had
made him divert his strength to miles away from where the
battle was to be fought" (113). G. Hayes McCoy, in Irish
Battles, professes that despite others argiiments, the Boyne
was the decisive battle. Hayes-McCoy relies strictly on a
military interpretation and argues (,hat tiie technological
Innovations at the Hoyne made It the decisive battle.

49

•the losses were comparatively light,
about 1,000 on the

Jacobite side and 500 on the Williamite"

.

i3

The symbolic importance of kingship in
the Irish

literary tradition will be discussed in Chapter

V.

It is

important to note here that James's flight from
the

battlefield and subsequent flight from Ireland,
fatally
damaged his reputation.

A contemporary Jacobite account of

the war by J. Gilbert, titled A Jacobite Narrative,

contains the following text;

J.

G.

Simms ("The Restoration"

498) and Peter Beresford Ellis (152) repeat the account:
It is with the coming of King James that took
Ireland from us.

With his one shoe English and his one shoe
Irish,

He would neither strike a blow nor would he
come to terms.
And that has left, so long as they shall exist,
misfortune upon the Gaels.

Todhunter, in his biography of Sarsfield, relates a tale

which is told in many popular stories, though always in a
slightly different version.

His tale has James dashing

back to Dublin and complaining to Lady Tyrconnell that his

troops had deserted him:

"Her Ladyship drily replied:

'But your Majesty won the race'" (73).

Also adding to the negative view of the Stuart king
were the allegations that he had planned his flight from
J.G. Simms, Jacobite Ireland 151.
See also P. B.
Ellis (111), for a discussion of James and the decision to
retreat.
For an analysis of contemporary accounts of the
Boyne, both Jacobite and Williamite, and the propaganda
intent of these accounts see J.G. Simms, "Eye-Witnesses of
the Boyne" (in J.G. Simms, War and PollticB In Ireland
13.

1649-1730).
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Ireland well before the battle.

P.

B.

Ellis declares that

not only had James not planned to flee,
but, when he did
decide, "no ship was waiting" (119).
initial Williamite

propaganda portraying James as a coward would
be picked up
by the Irish, who felt that James had
betrayed
them.

The

"Royal Flight" left the Jacobites without a
king for whom
to fight, but not without a cause or a leader.

With James

out of the way, and as the Irish army withdrew to
Limerick,

many Irish thought command in Ireland would now fall
to
Sarsfield.

However, with the "luck of the Irish", other

plans were put in motion, and Sarsfield was not included.

*

By the time of the Battle of the Boyne, Sarsfield had

earned a high reputation in the country.

J.G. Simms

presents Sarsfield as a dashing cavalry commander, and
argues his standing was based on his family heritage.
There is little material evidence to suggest why Sarsfield

was already popular.

Having come over with James, he was

quickly promoted to Brigadier, despite objections from
James.

D'Avaux records that although James thought

Sarsfield a good man, he had little regard for his
intelligence:

"Le Roy disant que c'estoit un fort brave

homme, mais qui n'avoit point de teste" (qtd. in Wauchope
49).

Prior to the Boyne Sarsfield 's assignment was

administrative, to review and consolidate the Irish

regiments scattered throughout the country.

During the
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Siege of Derry and the calling of
the Jacobite Parliament,
Sarsfielci was in Athlone, on his way
to secure
Sligo,

attempt to preserve Connaught for James.

in an

Though he was

elected as a representative from Dublin,
Sarsfield never
actually sat during deliberations of the
Parliament.
In most accounts of Sarsfield, he is
described as

"generous" with regard to the treatment of
citizens and

opposing soldiers.

On retaking Sligo in October 1689,

Sarsfield is said to have entertained the enemy officers
at
his table.
Wauchope notes that this gesture enhanced
his

reputation in the Protestant news sheets.

In them

Sarsfield is generally referred to as honorable and fair.i-*
Perhaps because the Williamites e.xpected the Irish to act
barbarously, the fact that Sarsfield did not enhanced the

English perception of him.
a

However, Wauchope also records

story which sheds a different light on Sarsfield 's

character.

While in Sligo, he needed to e.xchange prisoners

with the governor of Enniskillen.

Several of Sarsfield's

key men had been captured by the Enniskilleners

.

Yet, as

Sarsfield did not have many prisoners to bargain with, "he
had all the Protestants in the country of Sligo rounded
up... whether they were Williamites or not ... regardless of

age or
Jail,

se.x"

(Wauchope 65).

After they were brought to the

Sarsfield "released the women and sent them off to

"A true and impartial account of their late majesties'
army in Ireland."
(London, 1690).
This is Protestant news
sheet.
See also Wauchope 87.
14.

52

walk over the hills to Enniskillen to
petition the
governor" (Wauchope 65).
The -pathetic sight

of the Sligo

women" forced the governor to meet Sarsfield's
terms for an
exchange of prisoners (Wauchope 65).
By this time Sarsfield had achieved a high reputation.
Berwick, writing to Sarsfield on 31 July, prior to the

raising of the siege of Derry, addressed him as "Deare
Notorious" {Deare Notorious)
is "Notorious for what?"

.

(68).

A question posed by Wauchope

His suggestion is that as

Sarsfield was "one of the few Irish commanders with an
independent command, much was expected of him by his
countrymen" (68).

One could also argue that perhaps this

was Berwick just having fun.

After all, Berwick would also

later write that Limerick had seen no rain, when in fact
the artillery was sinking in the mud!
At the crucial battle of the Boyne

,

Sarsfield was kept

out of action, his regiment having been detailed to

safeguard the King.

Though one would have to be considered

brave to be the King's bodyguard, Sarsfield's only action
at the battle appears to have been to reconnoiter the

ground to see if James could stay and fight.

Ellis writes

that "if there had been any way by which the Jacobites

could have attacked the Williamites, then Major-General

Patrick Sarsfield would have discovered it" (111).

The

events at the Boyne solidified Sarsfield's reputation in
the country.

Some accounts of the retreat from the
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battlefield record that Sarsfield, on leaving the
battlefield, ran into a contingent of Williamite
soldiers,
who scoffed at the Irish.
Sarsfield's reported reply was,
"As low as we are now,

change but Kings with us and we will

fight it over again with you. "is

This phrase has become famous, but some writers doubt

Sarsfield said it.

A Williamite, Bishop Burnet, places the

incident at Limerick in 1691ie,

Ab the phrase seems to

imply more of a concern for fighting in general than

fighting an Irish cause, some empathy is given to the

anonymous author, who wrote in 1853 of Sarsfield:

"the

sentiment is more like that of a prisoner abandoned to the
enemy, than of a steady, unflinching commander, who fought
to the last,..."

And of the source of the quote, the

author suggests that Bishop Burnett "is of little value as
an historical authority, either in serious matters or

trifles.

His mind was too much warped, to see clearly or

distinguish the truth...

"i"^

The above is but one of many stories about Sarsfield which

will be examined in the following chapter.
The retreat from the battlefield of the Boyne to the

city of Limerick exposed the internal dissension which

plagued the Irish forces.

According to Wauchope (117), "a

powerful body of Irish opinion wanted Tyrconnell to

15.
16.
17.

Ellis 149.
Burnet, abridged 341.
"Patrick Sarsfield Earl of Lucan; A Biography" 515.
P.

B.
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resign."

The events at the Boyne had left most
of the

Irish disgusted with Tyrconnell, and he
with them.

Wauchope argues that Sarsfield was well aware
of his
popularity with the Irish forces, and was influenced
demand increased military powers of command.

to

Once at

Limerick, Tyrconnell and the French contingent were
in

favor of coming to terms with William's forces.

Limerick

was poorly garrisoned, and Tyrconnell felt that at
best the
Irish could hold the fort for three to four days.
Though
there appears to be no firm evidence, all accounts of the
first siege of Limerick report that Lauzun remarked that
the walls of Limerick could be knocked down with roasted

apples.

Tyrconnell 's suggestion that the Irish surrender

infuriated the troops, and Sarsfield lead those who argued
against the move.

Though Tyrconnell held the authority, he

had lost the support of his troops and was forced to
concede to defending Limerick.

At this point in the war,

Sarsfield seemed to be the one senior officer who could
appeal to most of the Irish troops.

Again, because of his

family background, he was able to "bridge the cultural
divide in the army", calling on support from the "Palesmen
and the large number of Gaelic officers in the army"
(Wauchope 119).

Limerick was to become linked forever in imagination

with Patrick Sarsfield.

The first siege of Limerick in
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1690 ended in the withdrawal of the
WiUiamite forces to
winter quarters, the return of William to
England, and the
only "victory" for the Jacobite forces
in the war.
The

success of the Jacobites was credited solely
to Sarsfield
and his famous "Ride".
Limerick was a strategically
important city, with an estimated peacetime
population in
1690 of some 4000. ib

Hasty efforts were made to

fortify the Irish part of the town, but it was feared
that
the fortifications would not last.

Fortunately for the

Irish, William's forces were in a hurry to reach
Limerick

and end the war.

They had no desire to spend another wet

and miserable winter in Ireland.

Their haste resulted "in

all the heavy siege guns being a few days behind the main

army as well as the army's supply of gunpowder" (Wauchope
129).

The various accounts of the raid on William's siege

train differ as to how Sarsfield received his information
that the train was nearing Limerick.

Sarsfield himself was

in Clare when the news reached him, and he decided to

destroy the guns.

To accomplish this, he had to make a

detour to destroy the train, which stretched out two miles

Population estimate from The Sieges and Treaty of
Limerick, n.p.
Limerick was, and, to some extent, still is
a "twin city."
Though today referred to as the old and new
parts of the city, in 1690 the old part of Limerick was an
English town, "built on King's Island", and naturally
defensible.
To the south, on the other side of the Abbey
river, was (is) the Irish town, more vulnerable to attack.
Both parts of the city were surrounded by walls {The Sieges
and Treaty of Limerick)
18.
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long.

Taking with him the best men from the
cavalry camp
at Clare, Sarsfield set out on his
mission.
As Wauchope notes (132), there are
virtually no
written sources for the details of the ride,
but tradition
has preserved the details and the route of
Sarsfield 's
Ride.

Tradition tells us that Sarsfield was guided in
his

ride by a local raparee (outlaw) named Galloping
Hogan.

They started off on the night of August 10, spending
the
first day in the area of Glengar, and after dark on
August
11 made their way to Ballyneety is
.

Most accounts agree

that the artillery train was poorly guarded.

Even though

the English had received warnings about a planned raid on

the train, they refused to believe the Jacobites could

carry out a raid against their lines. Thus, about midnight
on August 11, the Irish easily entered the English

encampment.

Tradition maintains that the Irish discovered

the password to the camp, and the password was "Sarsfield"!

As they were challenged by the sentry to give the password.

The route of the ride, taken from Wauchope (132-33),
is as follows:
"He rode first to Glennagross and then
down to Ballyvalley Ford outside Killaloe where he crossed
the river, and then inland to Laobadiha Bridge.
Then into
the thickly wooded Silvermine Mountains, along the west
side of Keeper Hill through Ballyhourigan wood and then up
the Doonane valley to Toor and between the hills to Rear
Cross below Mother Mountain and then down the Bilboa valley
and across the hills to Glengar. After dark on the 11th,
he crossed the low country to Toem, through Monard to
Cullen, and from Cullen to Derk, a mile away from
Ballyneety.
The English were encamped near the "Hill of
Ballyneety, which today is known as Sarsfield's Rock."
19.

57

Sarsfield is said to have shouted
"Sarsfield is the word,
and Sarsfield is the man!" (Wauchope
134).
The fighting quickly over, Sarsfield
's troops,

numbering about 500 men, set to work
destroying the
artillery. Wauchope records that "he
ordered his men to
burn everything" (135). They set fire to the
trains,

but

were left with the problem of destroying the
cannons.

This

they solved by "stuffing the cannons with
gunpowder" and

then pointing the noses of the cannons into the
ground and

blowing them up (Wauchope 136).

Two of the eight cannons

were completely destroyed in this manner.

Wauchope also

records a tale told in many accounts of the Ride that the

password was given to Sarsfield by a woman.

He writes:

Either it was an old woman who had been bathing
her feet in a stream and who was then taken to an
inn and plied with drink before supplying this
valuable information; or else it was the wife of
a Williamite soldier who had been found by a
straggling Irish trooper with a lame horse.
...It would seem more probable that Sarsfield 's
men had simply heard the artillery guard
challenging Cunningham's dragoons an hour
earlier.
(134n)

While

I

agree that the latter is probably the

"historically" correct interpretation of how Sarsfield

obtained the password, it is interesting to note that
tradition has supplied a tale in which the motif of the old

woman is resurrected.

The latter nationalist

interpretation of the tale would transform the old woman
into the personification of Ireland, who helps "her sons"
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regain her land by supplying Sarsfield
with the password.
We will return to this point in Chapter
V.
The raid was a success on two levels.

First, it gave

the Irish at Limerick time to garrison
Limerick.

Second,

perhaps most important, the raid gave a tremendous

psychological boost to the Irish.

In the three years of

fighting, this was the first "victory" they could
claim.

Faolain remarks that "the Irish Jacobites now had their
own
'Derry'" (180).

On the opposite side, the raid demoralized

the Williamite troops, whose hopes of a quick end to an

interminable war were rudely and quickly dashed.

Wauchope

(143) declares that for the first time the English were

fearful of the Irish attacking and destroying their

communication lines.

The immediate effect of the

destruction of the train was to delay for five days

William's assault on the city.

Sarsfield did not arrive

back in Limerick for the actual assault.

In the attack on

Limerick, William's forces were destroyed within the city
walls.

In the so-called "battle of the breach", William's

army, according to Wauchope, was "decimated in one day"
(151).

Some of his best troops, including the Brandenburg

regiment, were killed.

William decided against continuing

the assault, and withdrew his men to winter quarters.

himself left Ireland on September

5,

He

1690, never to return.

Command of his army was turned over to the Dutch General
Ginkel.

William's army "suffered some five thousand

casualties during the campaign, five times as many as the
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Irish had lost at the Boyne.

The victory would not have

been gained without Sarsfield," argues Wauchope
(153).

Maurice Lenihan, in his 1866 History of Limerick, remarks
that "all the writers of the time and since agree in

declaring that there never was a nobler or

a

bolder

instance of successful strategy at any period, or under any

combination of circumstance" (233).
The success heightened internal dissension within the

Irish ranks.

Prior to the siege, Lauzun, fearing the cause

was hopeless, marched his brigade off to Galway to await a
fleet to take himself and his men back to France.

A small

French force, under Major-general Boisseleau, remained in

Limerick to assist the Irish troops.

After Ballyneety

Tyrconnell realized he had virtually lost his authority in
Ireland.

Moreover, Sarsfield's glory had increased his

already large ego.

Berwick wrote that "Sarsfield

considered himself to be the greatest general in the world"
(Wauchope 151).

Tyrconnell decided to travel to France in

an effort to gain additional French troops and monetary

support, and also to alert James to the internal divisions

within the Irish army.

Lauzun, still in Galway but eager

to go to France, was fearful of being accused of deserting

the Irish cause.

Given Lauzun 's indecisiveness

had no trouble in manipulating him.

,

Tyrconnell

Tyrconnell convinced

Lauzun that he (Tyrconnell) felt the Irish cause was
hopeless, that at best they had held off defeat until the
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next spring; moreover he, Tyrconnell, was
going to France
and would not return to Ireland.
Lausun was elated, for

now he could accompany Tyrconnell without fear of
being

criticized for leaving Ireland.

Lauzun asked Sarsfield

whether he would come to France if Limerick fell.
Sarsfield was noncommittal, but quite adamant that if
Limerick held out, he would stay on and continue the war
regardless of French aid.

With Tyrconnell out of Ireland, command fell to the
Duke of Berwick, who at this time was too inexperienced to
deal competently with the maneuverings of the men who

wished Sarsfield to command and those few who remained
loyal to Tyrconnell.

A military council of twelve men,

lead by Berwick, was to govern Ireland in Tyrconnell 's

absence.

Last to be appointed to the council was

Sarsfield, recently promoted to rank of major-general.

Accounts state that Tyrconnell would have preferred to keep
Sarsfield off the council, but "army opinion would have
been offended had he been left out" (J.G. Simms, War and

Politics in Ireland 120).
Berwick's authority was further undermined with the
defeat and surrender of both Cork and Kinsale to the

Williamites in September and October 1690.

In November

Sarsfield was made governor of Connaught and of Galway, the
only province in Irish hands.

He was a poor administrator,

signing whatever was put in front of him.

Nonetheless,
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when Berwick fell ill, "Sarsfield ruled
Jacobite Ireland"
(Wauchope 176).
With the coming of winter, no further
engagements of
military importance took place until the
following

spring.

Meanwhile, Tyrconnell had returned to Ireland
in January
1691, with the promise of additional French aid.

He had

told James that Sarsfield had "fallen into bad
company"
(Wauchope 192).

James decided to make Sarsfield first Earl

of Lucan, in the hopes that the title would keep
him loyal.

Tyrconnell had convinced the French and James II that
he retained full control of the situation in Ireland.

However, soon after his departure from the court, a

delegation sent by Sarsfield visited James II.

They

portrayed Tyrconnell as an "old man who required too much
sleep,

lacking in military ability and inspiring no

confidence in his troops" (Wauchope 192).

This picture,

completely at odds with the one presented by Tyrconnell
himself,

"led James to doubt his own judgement in sending

Tyrconnell back to Ireland" (Wauchope 192).

To recall the

Viceroy now would damage the strained relationship with the
French, who were already uneasy with the Irish situation,

because of the personality clashes.

James therefore

decided to ask the Louis XIV for an experienced general to
direct the remaining campaigns.
Chalmont, Marquis de Saint-Ruth.

The man chosen was Charles
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An experienced general with a
reputation for

brutality, Saint-Ruth was well thought
of as a soldier. 20
Wauchope notes that Sarsfield was never considered
for the

position (197).

His lack of command experience played a

major factor, but of more importance was. the French
perspective on the situation.

They were tired of the

bickering and division between the Irish commanders.

The

army needed someone who could be "above the petty disputes
of this petty country and be able to command without

interference from Tyrconnell or Sarsfield" (Wauchope 197).

Sarsfield also felt that the general should be independent
of Tyrconnell,

"otherwise nothing will be achieved as given

minimum amount of authority he [Tyrconnell] is by himself
capable of ruining the plans of the greatest captain in
France" (Wauchope 197).

Saint-Ruth arrived in May 1691.

He brought with him three assistants but, to Tyrconnell 's

chagrin, no additional men or money.

English plans for the spring campaign were to capture
Athlone and Galway.

Ginkel had a well equipped army in

contrast to the straggling army Saint-Ruth commanded.

After a protracted siege, Ginkel 's forces captured Athlone.
Once again the Irish seem to have been taken by surprise,
as the necessary safeguards were not carried out.

Wauchope (198) remarks that Saint-Ruth's "correct name
was Saint-Ruhe but English speakers have always referred to
him as Saint-Ruth."
20.
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Embarrassed by the defeat, Saint-Ruth sought to put the
blame on others.

Wauchope describes the situation:

The Gaelic faction, as always, attributed defeat
to treachery.
They were unwilling to blame
Saint-Ruth for his inefficiency as he was their
champion against Tyrconnell, so they blamed the
man who held the town at the time of the assault,
Thomas Maxwell. Maxwell was dubbed by a
contemporary author as one of Tyrconnell 's
creatures.
(213)

According to most accounts. Maxwell was loyal and the
fall of Athlone due to complacency, not treachery.

Additionally, Tyrconnell and Sarsfield had yet another
dispute which led to Tyrconnell
army at Athlone.

being sent away from the

's

Sarsfield left no doubt that he alone had

the loyalty of the Irish soldiers, even if Tyrconnell was
the Viceroy.

With the apparent failure of Saint-Ruth at

Athlone, Sarsfield worried that Saint-Ruth would prove no

more competent than Tyrconnell.

The following ballad verse

by Barnaby O'Hanlon is cited by Faolain as reflecting "the

growing contemporary sentiment that it was Sarsfield who
saved Limerick, whereas Athlone and the Boyne were lost by
the French"

(129):

Our ancestors formerly great valour
shown
Great exploits for Ireland's rights
war was known
Likewise the valiant Sarsfield, his
bemoan
When he reproved Saint-Ruth for the
Athlone

they have
since Jamie's

losses did

losing of

Saint-Ruth, determined to regain his reputation, now

decided to confront Ginkel's army.

Depending on the
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account, descriptions of Saint-Ruth's
decision range from
his deciding to -risk all- in a
pitched battle, to being

"forced to offer battle. "21

Tyrconnell disagreed with Saint-Ruth's plan,
and his
disagreement led several officers who disliked
Tyrconnell
to swing their support to Saint-Ruth.

Sarsfield, however,

"found himself in the unique position of agreeing
with

Tyrconnell- (Wauchope 214).

The favored plan, suggested by

Tyrconnell and Sarsfield, was to withdraw the main army
to
Limerick and then increase fortifications in both Limerick
and Galway.

The officers outvoted Saint-Ruth and

determined to begin garrisoning Limerick and Galway.

*

With Tyrconnell at Limerick, Saint-Ruth grew more
confident that his original plan would succeed.

Despite

the warnings he had received from officers, Saint-Ruth

found a place he thought ideal for his forces to defeat
Ginkel's.

Near the village of Aughrim, in eastern Galway,

he located Kilcommodon Hill.

Guarding the main route to

Galway, the position was perfect for Saint-Ruth to station

his troops.

So instead of the army's breaking up and

marching to Galway and Limerick, he ordered it to Aughrim.
Sarsfield had been out in Loughrea supervising the

preparations of an encampment and Saint-fiuth s orders
'

21.

See The Sieges and Treaty of Limerick np.

;

Faolain 185.
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caught him completely off guard.

Saint-Ruth's change of

plans left Sarsfield with no alternative than to
follow
what he considered a foolish plan. As MacDonnell
later

comments,

"It had been Sarsfield 's fate throughout to
urge

on ignorant generals advice, which their folly or
their

fears caused them to disregard" (68).
The low morale of the Irish troops was a problem for

Saint-Ruth, so he set about making himself popular with
them.

Wauchope comments that "arrangements were made to

involve the clergy in inspiring the troops with a sense of

national and religious fervour" (220).

When the time drew

near for battle, Saint-Ruth stressed to the troops that
they were fighting for "the Church, for their country,

their families, their liberty and their property" (Wauchope
220)

.

The battle began on 12 July 1691, and the military

aspects of the battle are found in the account in
Hayes-McCoy's, Irish Battles.

G.

A,

One must note that Saint-

Ruth seemed over-eager to redeem his reputation, to the

extent of keeping his entire battle plans to himself.

Sarsfield had command of a division which comprised almost
all of the army's horsemen.

He was stationed on the right

wing of the main force of the army.

The outcome of battle

was in doubt until late in the day.

The Irish, Saint-Ruth

in particular, were confident that victory was to be

theirs.

After three failed attempts by Ginkel's men to
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cross the bog, Saint-Ruth exclaimed,

mes enfants- (Wauchope 227)!

"

Le Jour est a nous,

However, as Saint-Ruth led

his men down a small hill, a cannon ball fired
from across
the bog took off his head.

The Irish version of the disaster portrays the loss of

Saint-Ruth as disastrous:

"Leader less, the Irish army lost

its cohesion, and what had at one moment seemed an Irish

victory quickly turned into a defeat'" ("Sieges of Limerick"
n.p.).

Wauchope contends that Saint-Ruth's greatest crime

was in keeping the battle plans to himself.

However,

equally disastrous proved to be the attempts to keep news
of the death from spreading to the rest of the troops.

The

conspiracy of silence left the other commanders unaware of
the disaster and unwilling to move their troops without

orders from Saint-Ruth.

Sarsfield discovered the news as

the troops fled from the field.

He could only slow down

Ginkel's calvary in order to give as many Irish as possible
the chance at escape.

This he did exceedingly well,

causing an English observer to comment, "Colonel Sarsfield,
...performed miracles, and if he was not killed or taken it

was not from any fault of his."22
In his discussion of Aughrim, Hayes-McCoy argues that

Saint-Ruth enjoyed a superior defensive advantage, but at
best, Ginkel's forces could be repulsed and shaken, not

defeated.

22.

He also asserts that rather than the news of

Wauchope 232; Todhunter 169.
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Saint-Ruth's death being kept quiet, the news quickly
spread among the Irish troops.

The Williamites, he argues,

did not discover the news until after the battle.

He

comments that nationalist writers hold to the view
that all
would have been won had Saint-Ruth lived, and/or had he

confided his plans to his officers.
is naive {Irish Battles 265-68).

This view, he asserts,

It seems from Hayes-McCoy

that if blame is to be placed, one should still lay it on

Saint-Ruth, reasoning that he should never have forced the
battle.

He had no chances of winning, and the result of

Aughrim was to destroy the Irish army and nation.

Wauchope

declares that this final stage of the battle makes Aughrim
"the bloodiest in Irish history" (232). He cites the

following account of a Danish eyewitness, Andreas

Claudianus
.Worse still was the sight after the battle
of the many men and horses too badly wounded to
get away, who mutilated and in great pain, begged
to be put out of their misery, and others coughed
out blood and threats, their bloodied weapons
frozen in their hands as if in readiness for some
future battle.
(Wauchope 232)
.

.

The contemporary perception by both sides saw the Irish

army decimated by this battle.

Wauchope notes that "the

Irish had no way of assessing their losses as their army

had been so completely scattered" (233).
deserted.

Many Irish

Still today accounts differ as to the losses.

Limerick pamphlet asserts that

"...

the bulk of the army

escaped, and assembled within a week at Limerick to

A
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continue the fighting"

Sieges' n.p.).

Faolain comments

that of the 20,000 men in Saint-Ruth's army,
14,000 were

Irish infantry.

Almost half of the infantry died in the

battle and subsequent rout.

He writes that "at a critical

point in the Jacobite attack, the Irish foot discovered
that their ammunition boxes contained balls incompatible

with the bores of their weapons, which caused the infantry
to load their guns with pebbles and even buttons" (185).

Aughrim's greatest loss, however, came in the death of
Irish officers, Gaelic and Anglo-Irish who fell alongside
the soldiers.

Wauchope cites, in addition to the death of

Saint-Ruth, the deaths of two brigadiers and nine colonels.

Quoting Diarmuid Murtagh, Faolain writes:
Aughrim was more fatal to the old aristocracy
than.
Agincourt to the chivalry of the French.
After it the Catholic aristocracy disappeared
from the Irish scene, and the political
leadership of the Irish people passed into other
.

hands.

-

(186)

The loss and subsequent rout of their army left the

Irish puzzled and dismayed.

They looked in vain for an

explanation of how they could so quickly have been
defeated.

Saint-Ruth inevitably received the blame for

refusing to disclose his plans to any officer, especially
Sarsfield.
Ruth:

Wauchope places most of the fault with Saint-

"it is difficult to think of a time when the Irish

people were ever led by a more disastrous general than this
coarse, foolhardy French gambler, the Marquis de SaintRuth" (236).

The Irish attitude is captured in the

69

following stanzas from a traditional
ballad concerning Sean
O'Dwyer of the Glen and his men who fled
the battle and
were eventually captured:

Here's sl^inte to your king and my king.
The sovereign of our liking.
And to Sarsfield, underneath whose flag
We'll cast once more a chance;
For the morning's dawn will bring us
Across the sea and sing us
To take a stand and wield a brand
Among the sons of France.
And though we part in sorrow
Still.
Our prayer is God Save Ireland
And pour blessings on her name;
May her sons be true when needed.
May they never feel as we did
For Sean Ui Dhuir a ghleanna.
We were bested in the game.
(Faolain 186-87)
.

—

*

Less than two weeks after Aughrim, Galway surrendered
to Ginkel's forces.

The Irish did not offer significant

resistance at Galway.

They diverted no additional men as

they knew Galway could not withstand a Williamite attack.
The best they hoped was that Galway would delay Ginkel's

forces from Limerick.

By the end of July, Limerick and

Sligo were the only towns in Irish hands.
In order to resist the Williamite advance, the Irish

army would have to be reorganized before Ginkel's forces

could travel the sixty plus miles from Galway to Limerick.
The only Jacobite hope rested on the expectation of fresh

help from abroad.

Sarsfield busied himself in helping to
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organize the straggling forces.

Meanwhile, Tyrconnell

moved to quiet fears among the soldiers who
believed that
the war was drawing to an end.
He made them take an oath
in which they "would not surrender unless the
whole army
was going to surrender..."; the chaplains administered
the

oath to the troops and warned that "any unauthorized

surrender would carry with it eternal damnation" (Wauchope
243-44)
The situation grew worse for the Irish.

In late July

a senior Irish officer, Henry Luttrell, was arrested and

court-mart ialled for corresponding with the enemy.
Luttrell was a close friend of Sarsfield; thus his apparent

defection further depressed the morale of the men at
Limerick, even though Luttrell was acquitted at his court-

martial.

A few weeks later, the Earl of Tyrconnell

suddenly fell ill, perhaps having suffered a stroke.
died on 14 August 1691 at 62 years of age.

He

Though the

Irish initially showed no suspicion over his death, the

suddenness of it sparked rumors, encouraged by the English,
that he had been poisoned.

The pro-Tyrconnell contemporary

author Gilbert lamented, "thus this great man fell, and in
his fall pulled down a mighty edifice,.. a considerable

Catholic nation, for there was no other subject left able
to support the national cause" (155-57).

Gilbert takes the

view that after the Battle of the Boyne the grandeur of
Tyrconnell was undervalued.

Gilbert does not hold
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Sarsfield in high esteem because of
Sarfield's opposition
to Tyrconnell.
With the death of Tyrconnell, following

instructions from King James, authority
in Ireland was
entrusted to a three-man council, and only

one of the men

was Irish.

Though nominally command of the army was
in the
hands of the French officers, it was generally
accepted
that only Sarsfield held their loyalty.

Ginkel's forces marched against Limerick on 25
August.
Ginkel commanded a smaller force than at the
previous
siege; additionally the city's defenses had been
improved

and the campaigning season was drawing to an end.
Ginkel

needed a quick end to the war to prevent spending another
wet winter in Ireland.

No serious break in the Irish

defenses came until 15 September.

Then, in an apparent re-

enactment of Athlone, the Irish were surprised by the
English.

An Irish commander, Robert Clifford, ignored

warnings from his scouts that the English were building a
bridge (of pontoon boats) to span a stretch of the Shannon
river to St. Thomas's Island and then onto Limerick bank.
Too late Clifford realized the danger, and all he and his

men could do was to retreat inside the town walls.

The

English now imposed a total blockade around Limerick.
Irish viewed Clifford ae a traitor

extremely negligent.

j

The

at best he was

Gilbert writes, "You see by this

act... that the misfortune of the Irish is continued, who

lose ground upon every important occasion, not by the brave
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prowess of the foe, but rather by
neglect or ignorance or
treachery of particular commanders"
(163).
Ginkel the next
day sent a declaration to the
garrison, offering generous
terms if they would surrender. He
added a proviso
that if

within eight days they did not, his
force could not be held
responsible for the -blood and destruction"
which would
ensue. 23

Receiving no answer, he made preparations
for

an attack.

On September 22 a brief action took place
in which
some 600 Irish soldiers were killed.

Most died because a

French major raised the Thomond Bridge too soon.

The

soldiers were trapped outside and either slaughtered
by the
English or else drowned. The Thomond Bridge was the
"only

entrance into Limerick from Clare" (Wauchope 256).

A fort,

standing at the front of the bridge, was easily taken by
the English, who then charged the bridge.

Wauchope

comments that the bridge was "not even wide enough to carry

wheeled traffic" (256).

Seeing the English troops running

after the Irish, the Frenchman panicked and ordered the

bridge drawn.

Perhaps fortunately for the major, he died

before the Irish could vent their fury upon him.

"The

disaster on Thomond Bridge had not inspired the garrison

Sieges and Treaty of Limerick, also Wauchope 255.
Wauchope writes that Ginkel declared that "they must be
answerable for the blood and destruction they draw upon
themselves, for I hereby acquit myself before God and the
world and wash my hands of it" (255).
23.
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with a fresh hatred of the English,
it had filled them with
a fresh hatred of the French",
Wauchope declares
(257).

At no time during the years of the
war do the Irish
seem to have been internally united.
Even the death of
Tyrconnell could not reconcile the animosities
among the
commanders. After the disaster at Thomond Bridge,
the two
French commanders were relieved of their overall
command by
the Irish forces, and Sarsfield was recognized
as army

commander.

To the surprise of most of the army, the man

who had always urged Ireland to fight, now, in his
first
act as recognized leader, urged his troops to sue for

peace

The reasons behind Sarsfield 's decision to surrender

have been often debated.

Wauchope contends that Sarsfield

feared defeat, believing that if the Irish waited until the

English forced a surrender, then terms would not be
favorable for them, but that if they negotiated while the

war continued, they could win favorable terms.

Given the

situation of 1691, it is unlikely that the Irish could
expect any further assistance from the French, and even if

relief did arrive, what was the purpose?
spring?

To hold out until

The Irish had long realized that the French were

only using Ireland to engage the English.

A commitment to

defeat the English would not be forthcoming.

What then did

it matter if they surrendered at the present time or in the
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spring?

Ginkel was offering generous terms of surrender

which he could withdraw by spring.
The chief negotiator for the Irish was Sarsfield;
for
the Williamites, Ginkel.

Sarsfield insisted that those who

wished be allowed to join him in service to France.

The

Treaty was drafted under two headings, military and civil.
The military articles were concerned with the disposition
of the Irish army following the war.

The civil articles

"were to prove far more contentious, and, the degree to

which both the spirit and the letter of them was
subsequently contravened was to give to Limerick its
present epithet
{"Sieges.

.

."

— the

n.p.).

City of the Broken treaty"
The military articles, Sarsfield's

main concern, were very lengthy and detailed, and gave him
what he desired:

transport for himself and the army to

France.

The civil articles were, by all accounts, a sorry

affair.

Wauchope takes extreme care to emphasize that

Sarsfield was going to France, not to serve Louis XIV, but
to prepare for an invasion of England and restore James to

the throne.

Therefore, the civil articles were only of

interest to him in that the Irish should suffer as little
as possible until the King could be restored.
It is hard to see how Sarsfield could have

realistically believed that James could be restored to the

English throne given all that had passed.

Nevertheless,

the treaty was signed in the evening of October

3.

The
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military articles were first signed, by
Ginkel for the
English; by de Tesse and d'Usson, the
technical commanders
of the Irish army; and then by Sarsfield
and four other
Irish commanders.
After much delay and many desertions,
the Irish army left their country forever.

sailed out of Cork on December 22, 1691.

Sarsfield
The exile of some

14,000 men and their families from their homeland was to

become known as the Flight of the Wild Geese.

Maurice

Lenihan, in his 1866 History of Limerick, captures what

became the predominant image of the "Flight":
The wild geese at length made their flight from
old Ireland; and the songs of their country were
sung, as they caught the last glimpse of Erin,
the land they loved so well, and on whose green
fields the bones of so many thousands of their
brothers in arms and companions in sympathy, were
now bleaching! .. .A dream occupied the minds of
these noble men that they would again see the
homes of their deepest affect ions and
rejoice in the restored liberties of their
country. Alas, it was but a dream. Gloomier
days were in store for Ireland, and the wail of
grief, which was heard from mountain and valley
when they went, was expressed by bard and poet in
heart-touching verses.
(279)
,

After the "Flight", Sarsfield and his men found
themselves assimilated into the French army.

The

disastrous naval battle of La Hogue in spring 1692 ended
any hopes the Irish had of restoring James to the throne.
The Irish became members of the army of Louis XIV, with no

hopes of ever returning home.

Sarsfield was made a

marechal de camp, the French equivalent of a major-general.
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On 29 July 1693 at the battle of Neerwinden,
Sarsfield was
mortally wounded and died a few days later. His
life ended
in a physical sense, but in a mythical sense
Landen was but
a beginning.

Faolain comments that "Lord Lucan's death

near the river Landen in Flanders was of the sort
which
Irish balladeers would certainly have invented were it not
true" (198).

Tradition holds that in this final battle, as

Sarsfield lay dying on the field, he gazed at the

retreating backs of the English and exclaimed, "Oh, would
that this were for Ireland."

In the nineteenth century,

Thomas Davis wrote:
He could not have died better.
His last thoughts
were for his country. As he lay on the field
unhelmed and dying, he put his hand to his
breast.
When he took it away it was full of his
best blood.
Looking at it sadly with an eye in
which victory shone a moment before, he said,
faintly, 'Oh
That this victory were for
Ireland.'
He said no more; and history records
no nobler saying, nor any more becoming death.
("Poems" 133; Wauchope 298)
I

The foregoing is a historical narrative of the life of

Patrick Sarsfield.

In the following chapters this

narrative will be compared with the stories and ballads

which emerged during Sarsfield 's life and after his death
and with the literary motifs parallel to the Sarsfield
stories.

As mentioned in the introduction, Sarsfield's

death falls outside the familiar pattern of Irish
martyrdom.

To explore this discrepancy, brief biographical

sketches of two more typical Irish martyrs, Theobald Wolfe
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Tone and Patrick Pearse, will be
presented.

This work will

combine the literary and historical aspects
of these Irish
martyrs with an analysis of Irish society in
the period
1689-1922,

in an effort to examine the reasons why
a

portion of the Irish population felt the need to
create and
promote the ideal of martyrdom.

CHAPTER III
THE REBEL" AND THE "FOOL":
I

TONE AND PEARSE

read of our hei^oes and wanted the same
To play up my part in the patriot game.

'd

Before proceeding to integrate an analysis of

martyrdom into the historical era under consideration,

a

brief sketch of the lives of Theobald Wolfe Tone and
Patrick Pearse will offer a useful touchstone on which to
contrast the peculiarities of Sarsfield as a martyri.

I

have mentioned earlier that Sarsfield differs from the

pattern of martyrs in Ireland in that his status rests on
his lifetime reputation as well as on his death.

Both Tone

and Pearse did not achieve renown in their lives; they owe

their posthumous reputation to interpretations of their

journals and, in the case of Pearse, his poetry.

Sarsfield

left no journals or diaries to give us an insight into his
life or character.

What follows is a simple introduction

to the historical circumetancee in which Tone and Pearse

lived and a brief overview of the literary patterns which

The choice of Tone and Pearse for study is an arbitrary
one.
Any of the martyrs would suffice as the martyr image
The title of this
is similar; only the men's lives differ.
chapter, "The Rebel and The Fool", is taken from the poetry
of Patrick Pearse.
1.
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developed in the time period.

The descriptions of the

events and many of the quotations will be familiar
to those
who know Irish history. Almost all narratives of
the

periods under discussion carry the familiar story.
Citations to specific versions of a story will only be
given for quotations or revisionist ideas.

Theobald Wolfe To ne

(

^7P>3-^7^F^^ 2

In France in 1796 Tone wrote the following passage in

his journal:
succeed here I may make some noise in the
world yet; and what is better, the cause to which
I am devoted is so just, that I have not one
circumstance to reproach myself with.
I will
endeavour to keep myself as pure as I can as to
the means; as to the end it is sacred--the
liberty and independence of my country first, the
establishment of my wife and our darling babies
ne.xt, and last, I hope, a well-earned reputation.
129-130)
If

I

(

What he earned was an early death in 1798 and a reputation,
fully developed only a century after his death, of being
the father of Irish republican nationalism.

Remembered and

stressed from Tone's life are his connections with the

Directory in France and his death for treason in 1798.
Marianne Elliott, in Wolfe Tone: Prophet of Irish
Independence, has shown that a deliberate misreading by
later nationalists, especially Pearse, led to the
For biographies of Tone, I have relied primarily on the
following sources: Henry Boylan, Theobald Wolfe Tone; T.J.
Colonial Outsider; and
Dunne, Theobald Wolfe Tone:
Marianne Elliott, Wolfe Tone: Prophet of Irish
Independence
2.
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distortions of Tone's life.

Elliott writes:

They fail to recognize that the most powerful
single influence on Tone's life and opinions
was
that of Ulster Presbyterians; that militant
Irish
separation was more a product of Belfast than
Dublin; that Tone was a deist who disliked
institutionalized religion and sectarianism of
any hue; that he had no time whatsoever for the
romantic Gaelicism which has become a part of
Irish nationalism, and was far less dogmatic
about England or the resort to arms than is
commonly supposed.
His central message was not
that Ireland's abiding evil was England, but
rather that her people were disunited.
(1)
In fact, as will be explained below,

the Great Rebellion of

1798 ended what was otherwise a century of progress towards

Ireland gaining constitutional privileges and legislative
independence.

It is this background of constitutional

nationalism in which Tone lived.

Only after being forced

into exile in 1795 did Tone commence his career as a

republican, it being, in Elliott's words,

"a case of

necessity as much as choice" (4).
The eighteenth century did not begin with any hint
that legislative independence would be gained by the end of
the century.

The imposition of the penal codes upon

Ireland in the eighteenth century was perceived to keep the

nation in chains for most of the century.

Modern Ireland:

Roy Foster,

1600-1972, claims that the codes were not

as harsh as have been presented (153-163).

Despite his

argument, the perception of them at the time was one of
bondage.

in

The Penal Laws were a series of codes passed

beginning in 1691 with the goal of maintaining the
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Protestant settlement and keeping Irish Catholics,
as a
group,

power.

from obtaining property, position, influence,
or
Some of the laws proclaimed the following:

Catholics were barred from holding

^LUi!:

government office

(except that of rural magistrate when no Protestants
were

available); from entering the legal profession and holding

commissions in army and navy; and from buying or inheriting
land from Protestants.

Moreover, the Catholic clergy above

the station of parish priest were outlawed. Some of the

laws would be relaxed if Catholics took an oath-stating

that the Roman Catholic church was illegal.

A final

provision generally considered to be part of the codes came
in 1729 when the right to vote was taken away from

Catholics.

The Irish Parliament became effectively a

Protestant Parliament.

As late as 1805 the penal laws were

still perceived as repressive; Lord Hutchinson, speaking at
that period in the British Parliament commented, "The time
of the penal code was the repose of desolation, the

tranquility of a jail, undisturbed by any sounds but the
rattling of chains" (Parliamentary Debates, 13 May 1805
767).

Despite Hutchinson's perspective, during the

eighteenth century many of the laws were ignored; by 1782
the majority of the Laws had been repealed.
In 1720 The Sixth of George I affirmed the right of

England's Parliament to make laws binding on Ireland.
Though Ireland had her own parliament, the English
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government had to be informed of and approve any
legislation the Irish might wish to enact.

This led to

resentment from all classes in Irish society.

The anger at

this act is symbolized in writings of William Molyneux and

Jonathan Swift.

Both men argued that the English

government had no right to make laws binding upon Ireland.
This political grievance, coupled with England's commercial

pressures upon Ireland, inspired Irish Protestants to press
for an independent parliament.

Those involved in the

movement for legislative independence called on the
tradition of constitutional independence as expressed by
Swift and Molyneux.

The Protestants feared that England

was not responding to their needs and security.

The

movement continued to gain adherents in the Irish
Parliament.

Led by (Protestants) Henry Flood and Henry

Grattan, they increasingly advocated resistance to British

interference in Irish affairs.
By the late eighteenth century,

subject to several hidden tensions.

Irish society was

Continued population

increase threatened the stability of rural life; areas in

domestic industry were vulnerable to economic fluctuations,
and there was increasing resentment at various forms of

taxes which reactivated rural unrest.

From the late 1770s

onward, the crisis in the British empire set off echoes

which resounded throughout Ireland.

The American

Revolution and the subsequent loss of the American colonies
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spurred on the Irish movement for legislative
independence.
Grattan became the leader of Protestant reformers.
He

argued that Ireland should be independent, though
linked to
Great Britain through the Crown and common political
tradition.

Grattan and his followers wanted to give the

vote to all Catholic freeholders and to make Catholic

landowners eligible for office and parliament.
Contrary to popular perception, the Irish took the

opportunity presented by the American Revolution to show
their support for Britain.

They formed the Irish

volunteers, a citizen army, initially composed entirely of

Protestants, though Catholics were soon allowed to join.
At the war's end the volunteers did not disband;

instead

they used the threat of force to impress upon Britain Irish
grievances.

The internal instability in England and the

accession of the Whigs to power in 1782 led to the removal
of restrictions against the Irish Parliament.

Britain

specifically renounced its claim to legislate for Ireland.
The Crown technically held only veto power.

The new Irish

legislature was called "Grattan's Parliament" in honor of
the efforts of Henry Grattan.

Both Grattan and Edmund

Burke wanted to open the Parliament to Catholics.

However,

many Protestants grasped the grim logic of their position.

Asked to choose between their privileges and their
independence, most would always choose the former.

The new

Irish constitution rested on an unreformed Parliament.

8.1

According to W.E.IL Lecky, the Irish
ParLLanu.nl
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body utterly unlike any Parliament that
could be set up
by modern poUbiciane.
He argues:
"it was e:-.-.. m.
a
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assembly of the leading
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of the

Landed gentry of the

country; of the section of the community which
the Rnglish connection by the strongest

and interest.
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bound to
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The majority of the three hundred

(27).

members were chosen From pocket boroughs which were
controlled by a small number of borough owners, and the
influence of the British government under those condlthnis

waa still very strong.
unimpaired.

The Protestant Ascendancy was

According to G.M. Trevelyan, "the gates of

political power were still closed on the Catholic,

an(i

the

peasant tilled the soil to pay tithes to an alien church,
and rent to an alien squirearchy" (99).

The Irish

Parliament was now free to do as it chose, and it chose not
to open Parliament to Catholics.

The result was bit tor

disappointment for all those who believed Catholics and
Protestcints would enjoy equal rights.

The French Revolution in effect led to the breakdown
of constitutional progress.

the continental European countries was not

instilled

In

absent

England.

in

The fear the Revolution

The English government worried that

Ireland could be used as

a

links between France and

I

religious, and familial.

Fren(;h

l:iase.

There were many

reland--commercial

,

cultural,

And like many peoples, the Irish
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could not fail to be inspired by how quickly
an uprising of
the people could overthrow tyranny.
Though most Irish

disassociated themselves from the radicalism into
which the
French Revolution headed, the initial ideals of
liberty,

equality and fraternity would always remain.
In Ireland the movement to reform the Irish
Parliament

continued, but Grattan insisted on maintaining a connection

with England.

This angered a young Protestant barrister,

Theobald Wolfe Tone, who argued that Irish Protestant
radicals and Irish Catholics should cooperate to unify
their country.

For Tone, England was,

in a sense,

a

scapegoat on which Ireland could place all her internal
difficulties.

Foreshadowing the social imperialism that

Bismarck would later practice in his efforts to unify
Germany, Tone believed that the people of Ireland should

overlook their internal difficulties to focus on a common
enemy.

Tone had been born into a middle-class Protestant
family, though later his father's business failed and the

family fortunes declined.

He attended Trinity College,

Dublin, and later entered the Middle Temple in London to

study law.

Elliott notes that his formative years were

during Grattan's Parliament (3).

The unwillingness of the

majority of the Protestants to reform their Parliament and
allow Catholics and Dissenters to enter made Tone into a
reformer.

He wrote a number of pamphlets in support of
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emancipation (the right of Catholics to
sit in Parliament).
The clarity and forcefulness of Tone's
writings gained him
the attention of certain radical
elements within Irish
society.
As a result, in October 1791 Tone helped
found
the Society of United Irishmen.
There had, of course, been
illegal associations throughout the eighteenth
century, but

the French Revolution gave those organizations
a focus and

direction.
At first the United Irishmen hoped for peaceful
reform

through persuasion and public opinion.

Tone was busily

engaged in the writing of pamphlets and petitions

supporting emancipation.

beyond all control.

Agitation in Ireland was growing

Because of Irish pressures, and most

importantly in response to the reign of Terror in France,
an Act was passed in 1793 which admitted Catholics to the

vote on exactly the same terms as Protestants.

Irish

Catholics were granted the 40 shilling franchise^ in county
and town, and with certain exceptions, the right to sit on
juries, to be magistrates, to bear commissions in the Army,

and to hold civil offices.

This put the Irish Catholic on

a different level from his English counterpart, who had

none of these privileges.

In addition to the concessions.

Parliament also passed a Convention Act, which prevented

Forty-shilling freeholders were those men whose "value
of their holdings was estimated at forty shillings, or £2,
clear of rent" (Newman 70).
3.

87

aBsemblies which claimed to represent
a large section of
Irish public opinion.
The 1793 voting concessions fell
short of what most of
the majority of the Irish wanted, and
Prime Minister Pitt

was criticized for making liberal concessions
to the lower
classes while the wealthy and the gentry were
still

prohibited from holding higher offices and from
sitting in
Parliament. The upper classes, pointing to the loyalty
they had shown to the government throughout the
years,

naturally expected that complete emancipation would follow
soon.

Events of the next years show that Pitt gave either

too much or too little.

The passage of the 1793 Act marks

a turning point in the Irish movement.

After 1793 the

struggle that remained was chiefly a question of satisfying
the ambitions of the Catholic aristocracy (who desired to

be allowed to sit in Parliament) to hold high office.

Intimidation gradually became the only weapon which

promised effective results.

It is ironic that the

Emancipation Bill, ultimately passed in 1829, was won by
the lowest classes of the Catholic body and had little or

no connection with their immediate interests, concerned as

they were with daily oppression.

When war was declared between France and England in
1793,

the English grew even more fearful of a French

invasion of Ireland.

pacify

I

relflind.

Thus, the government felt the need to

The recently passed 1793 Act was helpful

but did it not grant full emancipation.

Tone pointed out
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the inconsistency of London granting
the vote to the

peasant Catholic while continuing to disallow the
Catholic
gentry to sit in Parliament. He remarked, "if the

Catholics deserve what has been granted, then they
deserve
what has been withheld; if they did not deserve what has

been withheld, what has been granted should have been
refused" (1:100).

The implication of Tone's argument is

that the English government did not fully trust the Irish

Catholics with powers of government.

If the government had

trusted the Catholics, then they would have allowed
emancipation.

Tone's statement suggests that if England

held no respect or trust at all for Ireland, and passed the
1793 Act merely to pacify a naughty child, then as a matter
of honor the Irish Parliament should have refused to pass
the Act.

Into the atmosphere of fear and unrest in Ireland a

French agent, William Jackson, arrived.

He offered

military assistance to the Irish radicals, and Tone
involved himself in the plans to the extent that he agreed
to write an assessment of Ireland's ills.

Unfortunately,

the panic instigated by the war led to severe measures

taken by the English government against Ireland.

The

Convention Act of 1793 had effectively banned the United
Irishmen, and subsequently Jackson was arrested for
treason.

Though little evidence connected Tone with

Jackson, the linkage of his name with a man convicted of
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treason led to Tone's enforced exile.

Tone left Ireland in

1795.

The recall in 1795 of Irish Lord Lieutenant

Fitzwilliam was held by the Catholics and the United
Irishmen to signify that the constitutional channel to

reform was closed.

Fitzwilliam was an absentee landlord of

large estates in County Wicklow.

pleased the Catholics in Ireland.

His liberal attitudes
He had arrived in

Ireland in January 1795 and was recalled in March for

allowing the introduction of an emancipation bill into the
Irish Parliament.

At the time of Fitzwilliam

the Irish Catholics were,
the British crown.

'

appointment

s

for the most part, still loyal to

As noted earlier, the majority of

Catholics (the lower classes) had been liberated in

everything that mattered two years before and awaited the
announcement of emancipation as more a symbolic recognition
of their equal rights than a practical issue.

The upper

classes, while desiring emancipation, still believed they

could achieve their wish through legal means.

However, the

rejection by the English government of both Fitzwilliam and
the emancipation bill left the United Irishmen feeling that

their only alternatives were submission or rebellion.
The United Irishmen began planning for a general

rebellion.

Tone had gone to Philadelphia and then to

France in an effort to organize foreign support.

In Paris

in 1796 he was made a general in the Revolutionary army.
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He and other Irish delegates convinced
France that a French

invasion of Ireland would be greeted by an rising
of the
people,
D. George Boyce comments that while Tone
was in
France,

in Ireland "memories of seventeenth century

conflicts were revived by the Defenders who assured their
followers that, with French help, they would get the

conditions of Limerick" (130).

Between 1796 and 1798 the

French attempted four landings in Ireland.
attempts,

The first two

in December 1796 and the summer of 1797,

due to bad weather and poor communications.

failed

In neither

instance did the French manage to reach shore.
In Ireland, while the French fleets were battered at
sea,

the English government initiated repressive activities

against the leadership of the United Irishmen.
in 1796 members were arrested and jailed.

Beginning

In the villages,

meanwhile, violence increased among various factions.

By

1798 the United Irishmen could wait no longer for the

French to land and the rebellion was set for May.
all major rebellions in Ireland (except for 1916)

As with
,

the

rising was betrayed.

Thomas Reynolds, a Catholic silk merchant, betrayed
the leadership on the eve of the rebellion.

Despite the

capture of the leaders, the rebellion commenced-

The year

1798 became perhaps the greatest of all myth-inspiring

events as martyrs were created from all parties involved in
the fighting-

The end came in June when General Lake and
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13,000 men stormed the rebel headquarters on Vinegar
Hill,
80 miles south of Dublin.

Only when it was all over did

the French, under General Humbert,

land on 6 August with

1,100 men at Kilala (near Co. Mayo).
flag,

they achieved total surprise.

By flying the British

The green flag was

hoisted over the castle, with "Erin go Bragh" or "Ireland
for Ever" prominently displayed.

was created.

A short lived republic

Humbert had been led to expect something like

a national revolutionary organisation at work in Ireland,

but, as many authors have described, he found only an

ignorant, neglected peasantry.

All hope of help from the

peasants soon collapsed, and with no sign of additional

expeditions from France, it was inevitable that Humbert was

captured in a short time.

In September 1798 Cornwallis and

a British army surrounded Humbert,

surrender the following month.

forcing the French to

Soon after this incident, a

fourth fleet was engaged by the British fleet and the

French were defeated.
Tone had come to Ireland with Humbert's crew and

therefore was also captured by the British in October.

He

was tried in Dublin in November and sentenced to be hanged.
He attempted to have the sentence changed to death by

firing squad, so that he could die a soldier's death.

When

the request was refused, he committed suicide and died on
19 November 1798.

The following passage, actually penned

in 1796, was revived for Tone's trial:

To break the connection with England, the never-
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failing source of all our political evils, and
to
assert the independence of my country— these
were
my objects.
To unite the whole people of
Ireland, to abolish the memory of all past
dissensions, and to substitute the common name of
Irishmen in place of denominations of Protestant,
Catholic and Dissenter these were my means.

—

(Tone,

I:

47)

Boyce observes that "what is often not quoted" is Tone's

belief that the Protestants were not going to allow their
power and influence to lessen by giving Catholics power.
Tone commented that the Catholics "are the Irish, properly
so called"

(qtd.

in Boyce 127).

Despite Tone's hopes for

the creation of Irishmen, as opposed to Protestants,

Catholics and Dissenters, the sectarian divisions in
Ireland only deepened after 1798.

Tone's reputation had developed locally soon after his
death, thanks in part to the ballads and folk songs which

promoted the glories and heroics of the men of "1798".
Charles Hamilton Telling's History of the Irish Rebellion

of 1798 and Sequel to the History of the Irish Rebellion of
1798, published in 1832,

also played a part in creating an

image of the 1798 Rebellion as a conflict between good and
evil.

Telling writes that Ireland's "devoted attachment to

the faith of her ancestors, her unshaken fidelity, and

unconquerable love of freedom" sustained her during the
Penal Code era (2).

He then comments on his belief that a

God protected Ireland:
the Omnipotent hand which chastened the fallen,
supported the weak, gave energy to the feeble,
roused the spirit which oppression would have
laid, and extending with increasing numbers
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intellectual wisdom, imbued the opening mind with
the rays of hope, and breathed courage and
confidence to a desponding people.
(3)
In his introduction to his Sequel, Telling extends his

argument to state that the cause which he and others

believed in has been pronounced by the world to be "Holy"
(161).

Telling's observations of Tone's character bear a

striking resemblance to the descriptions we will read below
of Sarsfield.

Telling writes that "for brilliancy of

talent as well as for indef at igible assiduity in the cause
of Ireland, Tone stood perhaps unrivalled by any of his

compatriots" (338).

Tone's death evoked the following

response from Telling:
And thus passed away, in this unhappy contest,
the boldest, and the loftiest, and the purest
spirits that in our ill-fated country had for a
century been brought into action--the martyrs to
a cause unexampled in the annals of revolution
for the devotion, for the suffering and the
fidelity of its adherents.
(338)
,

In place of a conflict which never achieved unity of

purpose. Telling promoted an image of a sacred rebellion,
led by a man who cared nothing for himself, only for

Ireland,

This version of the 1798 Rebellion would

gradually become the accepted and powerful myth of the 1798
Rebellion.

Despite the publication of works such as Telling's and
the publication in 1826 of Tone's journals under the title

The Life of Theobald Wolfe Tone, Tone did not gain a
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national following until mid-century.

The writings of

Thomas Davis and other Young Ireland poets proclaimed
Tone
as the father of republicanism,

and this image, constructe

during an atmosphere of increasing hostility to England,
was quickly accepted in the nationalist communities.
We will see that there was a similar lag in the

development of Sarsfield's cult following his death.
However, Sarsfield was a proclaimed hero in life; Tone was
not.

The heroic status allowed for the promoting of

Sarsfield as a martyr, because his name was well known.

Tone's status as martyr was secured by his execution on
charges of treason and by the notion of 1798 as a sacred
cause.

An important similarity exists in both stories.

The internal divisions noted in Sarsfield's Ireland existe
in Tone's time.

Boyce argues that Irish Republicanism, as

proclaimed by Tone,

"from its birth was riddled with

contradictions"

)

(

131

,

He continues

sectarian hatred existed beside the idea of the
common name of Irishman; humanitarian philosophy
had as its companion racial violence; social
grievances and radical thinking were to be found
along with notions of national independence.
(131)

He concludes that "republicanism became a gesture of

protest" (132).

This perceived lack of a common identity

for Irishmen encouraged adherence to the cult of martyrs,
for the martyrs provided a sense of continuity and

identity, an identity fashioned on death.

I
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The modern Irish version of nationalism is the

driving force behind the potency of the political and
literary mixture in the nineteenth century.

As noted

previously, a variant of "nationalism" has been claimed for

every historical period in Ireland.

Nineteenth-century

Ireland is characterized by a political struggle between
the forces of constitutional and revolutionary nationalism.

Represented by the figures of Daniel O'Connell at the

beginning of the century and Charles Stuart Parnell at the
end,

the constitutional nationalists sought to work within

the existing British political framework.

O'Connell

's

political career was fashioned on the struggle for Catholic
Emancipation, an issue which we saw emerge in Ireland

during the 1790s.
The 1798 rising convinced Britain that a Union between

Ireland and England was a political necessity.

Emancipation had been promised with passage of the Union,
but the 1800 Act of Union contained no provision for

emancipation.

As a result of the Union, the Catholic body

in Ireland regarded themselves as victims of a fraud.

O'Connell declared that if he had to choose between the
Union and the re-enactment of the Penal Laws, he would
gladly choose the later.

A fact neglected by most

historians who write on the emancipation struggle is that
for every parliamentary session held after passage of the
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Union, one or more petitions for a Catholic
Emancipation

bill were presented to Parliament, until the
bill was

finally passed in 1829.

To be forced to continue a

struggle for thirty years for a right promised in 1800
did

nothing to enhance the relationship between Ireland and
England.

Included in the arguments of politicians who argued
against emancipation (the issue cut across party lines) was
the belief that Irish Catholics were inherently

disloyal,

that forced to choose between the state and their religion,

they would alway choose the later.

Lord Grenville,

responding to this charge in 1805, remarked:
If it is true all Catholics are disloyal, and the
Government firmly believes this, then no further
concessions could be granted, and even more, all
those already granted must be taken away.
Can
anything have a worse tendency, than to tell them
you distrust their loyalty, for what can follow

but distrust and suspicion on their side also?
Parliamentary Debates IV, 10 May 1805 668-70)
i

The issue of disloyalty, combined with the claim that the

Irish were uncivilized, was utilized to defeat Home Rule in
as late as 1886.

The emancipation controversy brought to national

prominence Daniel O'Connell (1775-1847), who became known
as the "Liberator" of Catholic Ireland.

O'Connell took the

attitude that emancipation concerned the political rights
of Catholics and that they alone should decide under what

conditions it was to be granted.

O'Connell 's ardent fight

for emancipation, and later repeal, belied his belief that
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Irish freedom was not worth the cost of bloodshed.

Though

O'Connell would never incite the peasantry to violence,
Roy
Foster argues that O'Connell's success, in part, was
due to

the ever-present threat of violence in Irish society.

However, O'Connell's pacifist tendencies are clearly in

evidence in his decision to call off the 1843 "monster
meeting" at Clontarf.

Despite the thousands already

gathered for the repeal meeting, O'Connell believed the

warning of Prime Minister Peel, who threatened to use the
force of the British army to disperse the crowd.

By

holding firmly to his non-violent approach, O'Connell has
been charged with losing touch with the wishes of the

majority of Irishmen, who by the 1840s were more in tune
with the ideology of Young Ireland^.
O'Connell had never been a fanatic in his nationalism.

Though he spoke Gaelic, he was reluctant to urge the Irish
to speak their own language,

for he looked upon Gaelic as a

relic, a drawback in the modern world.

This belief led to

charges by the Young Irelanders that O'Connell was, in
effect, helping to destroy Irish culture by promoting an

Anglicization of Ireland.
The remarkable part of O'Connell's emancipation

movement is that he convinced the bulk of the Irish

Young Ireland "represented the intellectual, urbanized,
liberally Protestant elements of the Repeal Association,
increasingly disenchanted by O'Connell's emphasis upon
Catholicism and nationalism as if the two were synonymous"
(Newman 221
4.

)
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peasantry to become involved in a movement
which could not
have any immediate meaning to them.
Fergus O'Ferrall
argues that the popular understanding of the
passage of the

Emancipation Act was that the Act symbolized liberation
from the daily oppression the peasants felt.

The initial

Irish response to the passage of the Emancipation Bill
in
1829 was one of elation,

for emancipation symbolized a

defeat for Protestant oppressors.

Yet,

as nearly everyone

who has written on emancipation has noted, the practical

benefits for the bulk of the population were nil.s
O'Connell claimed that his intent was to remove class
and religious distinctions from Irish society (much as Tone

had argued), yet his achievement in this regard had the

opposite effect.

His emancipation movement emphasized

Catholic rights to the exclusion of all other groups, and
he fashioned his repeal movement in the same manner.

By

the 1850s in Ireland, the popular assumption was that

Catholicism and nationalism were inseparable in the
formation of an Irish identity.

In this mindset,

to

identify yourself as Irish implied that you were Catholic
and that you believed implicitly in the struggle for Irish
freedom.

Boyce notes that the "existence of this

identification had its roots in the seventeenth century.

See in particular, Fergus O'Ferrall, Catholic
Emancipation: Daniel O 'Connell and the Birth of Irish
Democracy, 1820-30; J. A. Reynolds, The Catholic
Emancipation Crisis in Ireland; and Patrick O'Farrell,
5.
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and that even Tone recognized it when
he referred to the
Catholics as the Irish" (133). This image is
still

dominant today, and ignores the fact that some
of the most
ardent supporters and spokesmen for Irish causes,
including
Tone, were Protestant.

O'Farrell, McCaffrey, and Foster

represent those historians who argue that O'Connell's

movement had the effect of transforming Irish politics into
a sectarian struggle.

Patrick O'Farrell goes so far as to

argue that "in the long term, the cost of emancipation was
to be partition"

(139).

The political image fashioned by

O'Connell is reflected in the literature and poetry

produced in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
The obsession with the Irish past and the search for

validation of one national experience were captured in the
writings of Young Ireland and their newspaper. The Nation,
founded in 1842.

The Young Ireland movement, patterned

after Mazzini's Young Italy movement, represented the
intellectual, Protestant elements of Irish society who were

frustrated with O'Connell's pacifist tendencies and his

identification of Catholicism with Irish nationalism.
Among the poets and writers were Thomas Davis, Charles
Gavin Duffy, and James Mangan, all of whom preached that
Ireland could become "a nation once again" through

recognition of its exploited and oppressed history.

They

placed emphasis on past battles and rebellions, and the

emphasis put on dying for Ireland helped formulate what has
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been termed a verbal cult of physical violence.

As

economic conditions worsened in Ireland, their message

instilled hope of a future liberation, and their movement

became more revolutionary.
The event in mid century which created a bitterness
yet unknown between Ireland and England was the Great
Famine, which began in 1845.

provides many e.xamples of

O'Grada writes that "history

famines that cost more human

lives than the Great Irish Famine.

.

.

but measured in

proportionate terms, the Irish famine's toll exceeded these
others" (1).

To the nationalist version of Irish history,

the Famine is central.

It is,

to quote O'Grada,

"the

historical wrong that sealed the fate of the unhappy Union

between Britain and Ireland: a partner so uncaring in time
of need deserved no loyalty from Irishmen" (1).

The

lateness of the famine, striking in mid-century, reinforced
the Irish perception that they were not to be included by

England in the benefits of industrialization.

Unable to

determine at the time that the blight on the potatoes was
fungus, all remedies for crop relief failed.

a

John

Mitchel's fiery accusation claimed that "the Almighty sent
the potato blight, but the English created the Famine" (K.

Miller, 306; O'Grada 11)^.

The Irish believed the English

were attempting cultural genocide, and still today sections

John Mitchell (1815-75) "was instrumental in the
development of the secessionist Young Ireland element"
within O'Connell's Repeal Association (Newman 122-23).
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which the government paid half the cost.

Peel's fatal

decision for Ireland was to repeal the Corn Laws,

The

ensuing battle and eventual success in 1846 to repeal
the
tariffs split forever the Tory Party and, most importantly
for Ireland, forced Peel out of office.

The Whig party,

under Lord John Russell, made it clear that should another
famine strike, the Irish could expect nothing from his
government. The Whigs,

it must be understood, were wedded

to current laissez-faire theory of government and thus were

convinced it was not only wrong, but futile, for the
government to interfere.

Charles Trevelyan, in charge of

the government relief effort, very much supported the

laizses-faire policy.

Russell's government made the early

decision to abandon Peel's humanistic relief policy.
The complete failure of the potato in 1846 heralded
the true beginning of the Great Famine, Despite the

previous year's trouble, another failure had not really
been anticipated.

An unusual harsh and long winter set in

and panic set in among the people as the food supplies
dwindled.

O'Grada noted that "the number of starving to

death began to mount alarmingly in the autumn of 1846, and

reports of some particularly gruesome cases soon began to
appear in the press" (41).

Such a report comes from Cork,

and it illustrates the type of stories that would be

utilized by the Irish to demonstrate the English attempt at
genocide
The following is a statement of what

I

saw
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yesterday evening on the lands of Toureen
In a
cabbage garden I saw the bodies of Kate Barry and
her two children very lightly covered with earth,
the hands and legs of her large body entirely
exposed, the flesh completely eaten off by the
dogs, the skin and hair of the head lying within
a couple of yards of the skull, which, when I
first threw my eyes on it, I thought to be part
of a horse's tail.
You will think this all
very horrifying; but were you to witness the
state of the dead and dying here at Toureen, it
would be too much for flesh and blood to
behold. ... I need make no comment on this, but
ask, are we living In a portion of the United
Kingdom? (O'Grada 42-3)
.

.

.

These stories of horror from the famine are today

downplayed as historians attempt to present a nonemotional factual picture of the famine.

Yet,

it is just

this type of story that shaped popular perception of

Ireland in bondage and allowed for and encouraged the

success of groups such as Young Ireland and the Fenians.
In 1847 the Whigs were forced to abandon their

economic policy and provide some relief to the Irish.

This

they did with great reluctance, but the offered aid was too
little and came too late.

The immediate effects of the

famine lingered into the 1850s.

An estimated one million

Irish died of starvation or disease, an additional one

million emigrated, providing an international context for
the "Irish question."

With so many Irish settling in

British colonies, England found itself continually besieged
with colonial petitions in favor of Irish grievances.
The bitterness felt by the Irish against the English

was not lessened by charges that at the height of the
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famine, vast quantities of grain and
oats were being

exported from Ireland, as they were not originally
consumer
crops, but were grown to pay the rent.

Dangerfield

concedes that the charge was true, but that the crops
"had
become a recognised part of Anglo-Irish relations, and to
turn them back for distribution would have been difficult
if not impossible for the government"

(13).

As Ireland struggled to recover from the effects of
the Famine,

the Fenian movement emerged in the 1850s.

The

Fenians, the name most often applied to the Irish

Republican, or Revolutionary, Brotherhood, were a secret,

separatist society, with headquarters in Dublin and New
York.

force.

The rebels sought to oust England from Ireland by

Their number included men such as James Stephens

and John O'Leary.

Taking their inspiration from the

writings of the Young Irelanders and their name from the
"Fianna army of the medieval Irish hero Fionn Mac Cuchail"
(Newman 66), they became known for their willingness to

embrace sacrificial deeds.
in more martyrs for Ireland.

Their 1867 rebellion culminated
The rebellion also suffered

from betrayal on the eve of the scheduled rebellion.
the rising began in earnest on 5 March 1867,

Once

it

disintegrated into localized fighting, much as the 1798
Rising had.

The "Manchester Martyrs" were three Irishmen

convicted of murdering a British policeman during the
rebellion.

According to Paul Johnson, the events of 1867
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foreshadowed some of the elements of the twentieth-century
Irish troubles:
The American connection, the use of terrorism,
the need to hang the murderers of policemen to
maintain, morale, the consequent martyrdom of
those so hanged, the extension of the struggle to
England and the murder of innocents-and not
least, the growing feeling among English and
Anglo-Irish administrators that it was beyond the
wit of man to reach an equitable solution.
(135)
The increasing willingness of men to participate in the

"patriot game", and the martyrdom of many of them, served
to reinforce the image of a continuous struggle against

ancient oppressors.
The social environment which served as a background to

Parnell's Home Rule movement also validated, for the Irish,
their mythology.

Very few studies have concentrated on

racism as a factor in the failure of the 1886 Home Rule
bill, but racism played an undeniable role in not only the

defeat of the bill, but on strengthening Irish

determination to validate their civilization.

Arthur

Balfour, Conservative Member of Parliament and later Prime

Minister (1902-05), believed that the Irish had all the
qualities required to destroy free institutions (qtd. in

Hyam 157).

His assessment of the Irish character typified

the attitudes of many Victorians in the latter half of the

nineteenth century.

From the cartoons in Punch to the

debates in Parliament, the English portrayed the Irish as
an inferior race.

In this sense, the English image of the

Irish presented a link to images fashioned upon their first
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arrival in Ireland in the twelfth century.

In the 1860s

the English began depicting the Irish either as
apes or as
pigs.

Victorians believed these "monsters" were attempting

to destroy the moral fiber of the Empire.

This degrading

image of the Irish, which dominated English society, shaped

people's beliefs concerning the Irishman's capacity for
self-government.

This concept of race was not new in the late

nineteenth century.

But the pseudo-scientific doctrines of

race which supported them were.

Scholars and intellectuals

drew on Social Darwinism to create Anglo-Saxonism or, to
quote the historian L.P. Curtis, the "Victorian version of

ethnocentrism" {Ang-Jo- Saxons and Celts 7).

The doctrine of

Anglo-Saxonism glorified English civilization.

Efforts to

promote the ideal of race, which were associated with other
factors such as religion and social class distinctions, led
to the formation of various anthropological and

ethnological societies in England.

Scientists and pseudo-

scientists made efforts to measure skulls, jaw-bones and
other parts of the human anatomy in an effort to

scientifically attribute physical and mental traits of man.
This science of physiognomy assumed that race, not
environment, determined human behavior.

Historians of the day were not e.xempt from the
influence of Anglo-Saxonism.

The leading British

historians of the day, Edward Freeman, William Stubbs and
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James

A.

Froude, all believed in and advanced the
idea of

the uniqueness and superiority of the British
way of life.

Curtis states that "they viewed Irish history as
nothing
more than a series of domestic feuds interrupted
by the
invasions of civilizing Englishmen" {An^lo-Saxons
62).

Froude's work is especially remarkable in its demeaning
treatment of the Irish character.

In his three-volume The

English in Ireland in the Eighteenth Century, he listed the
following characteristics of the Irish Celts:

"if they

possess some real virtues the possess the counterfeits of a

hundred more.

.

.

they are without the manliness which will

give strength and solidity to the sentimental part of their

disposition".

And he concludes that "the Irish had no

secular history, for as a nation they had done nothing

which posterity would not be anxious to forget."

(I:

20-6).

The stereotype of the Irish which took shape in the

Victorian Era portrayed the Irish as emotionally unstable,
ignorant, superstitious, violent, lying, lazy and dirty.

The charge of emotional instability inflicted the most

damage on the Irish character for the Victorian ideology

required one at all times to act responsibly.

Thus,

according to Victorians, the emotional instability of the
Irish, coupled with their ignorance and superstition, made

them unfit to play a role in government.

They were the

antithesis of the ideal Victorian image.

Ned Lebow has

written that the British images of Ireland "functioned as

a
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perceptual prison", which "led Englishmen to conclude
that
most of the grievances voiced by the Irish were
imaginary"
(73-4).
In this climate, the poets once again came to
play the

role of savior for the Irish.

Though the writers of the

Literary Renaissance all had different visions of and for
their society, all were in part refuting the English

stereotype of their race.

Nineteenth-Centurv

T.itR-rarv

Trends

"Life and literature came to an end in 1690.

leaving only.

.

.

.

the myth of a cultural vacuum from

Sarsfield to Synge" writes Norman Vance (216-17).

He is

referring to the literary version of the Flight of the Wild
Geese and the lost identity of Ireland.

The flight, for

historical purposes, was truly the end of an era.

As we

have seen, the imposition of the penal codes was perceived
to keep Ireland in bondage for most of the eighteenth

century.

Literary tradition filled the political vacuum.

0

Tuama notes that even after the defeat of Bonnie Prince
Charlie in 1745, aisling poetry continued to be produced.
He argues that "of all the high literary work of the

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries it would seem that it
was the aisling which made most impact on the popular mind"
(39).

6 Tuama maintains that the aisling "prepared a large
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section of the Irish people for

a

unique understanding of

nineteenth-century Irish nationalism" {"Gaelic Culture"
40).

The alslln^ tradition will be examined in
Chapter V.
In Songs

of

Ii^ish Rebellion,

Zimmerman notes that the

political ballads which appeared "throughout the greater
part of the eighteenth century" were not "the expression
of
an insurgent people"

(36).

Rather, he argues that the

Gaelic poets were not attracted to nationalistic themes,
and as long as Irish remained the spoken language, few

rebel songs were produced.

With the rise of separatist

sentiment in the 1790s, as epitomised by Tone, ballads

began to appear on the streets, giving rise to a continual
social commentary on Irish nationalist feelings.
course, not all ballads were nationalistic.

Of

The common

theme of the nationalist ballads "called on the Irish to
awake, unite, take arms and banish tyranny.

.

."

(Zimmerman

38). The ballads which emerged in the 1790s portrayed

Ireland as a poor, old suffering woman, a motif which will
be discussed in a later chapter.

The famous eighteenth

century ballad, "Shan Van Vocht", combines the image of the
poor old woman with the motif of the liberating fleet.

Two

of the verses are printed below:

Oh the French are on the sea, says the shan van
vocht
The French are on the sea, says the shan van
vocht
Oh, the French are in the bay, they'll be here
without delay.
And the Orange will decay, says the shan van
vocht
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And will Ireland then be free, says the shan van
vocht
•

*

Yes, Ireland shall be free-from the centre to the
sea
Then hurrah, for Liberty! says the shan van
vocht.
(Qtd. in Faolain 279)

Whitfield argues that 'without the ballads, there might not
have been the same continuity of aspiration, the same

steady stream of young idealists, the same unending
attrition" (68).

Faolain calls the rebel song "the keenest of Irish

weapons" (ix) and Whitfield argues that "every significant

political event from 1798 onwards was chronicled in verse
and dedicated to the proposition that only one viewpoint

was valid" (60).

Echoing MacDonald's point that "every

community defines itself as much by what it is as by what
it is not,.

.

."

(5), Whitfield argues that the ballads

helped reinforce the alienation between Britain and
Ireland.

Britain was equated with "images of death,

sadness and hatred" (Whitfield 64).

The symbolic

representation of Ireland as an old woman wandering the
country guaranteed continuity with the past and the idea of
of an ongoing struggle against an oppressor.

The following

verse of a ballad popular in 1916 invokes past martyrs:
god rest you, Robert Emmet,
And god rest you, noble Tone,
God rest you, Hugh O'Donnell,
And O'Neill of the brave Tyronne;
God rest you, Patrick Sarsfield,
In your grave far, far away,
God rest you all who strove to speed
(Whitfield 62)
The dawning of the day.
0,

.1.11

A common practice in the nineteenth century
was to

rewrite earlier ballads.
'•Rody

Faolain notes that the ballad

McCorley" in its present form was rewritten in
the

late nineteenth century by Ethna Carbery.

He presents a

verse selection from bhe original eighteenth-century
version, and then the ballad made famous today by the

Clancy Brothers and Tommy Makem.

McCorley was a minor

rebel figure in the 1798 Rising.
Ti^adi tional

Version
Come tender-hearted Christians, all attention to
me pay
Till I relate these verses great, these verses
two or three.
Concerning of a noble youth who was cut off in
his bloom.
And died upon the gallows tree near to the
bridge of Toome.

Carbery
Version:
Ho!
See the hosts of fleetfoot men
Who speed with faces wan.
From farmstead and from fisher's cot
Upon the banks of Bann,
They come with vengeance in their eyes;
Too late too late are theyFor Rody McCorley goes to die
On the bridge of Toome today.
(Faolain 370-71)
,

Thomas Moore (1779-1852) has been called Ireland's
national poet.

The publication of his Irish Melodies in

the years 1808-34 made popular a version of ancient Irish

tales and continued glorifying heroes and martyrs.

Reflected in Moore's melodies are the passions and

frustrations inherent in the struggle for emancipation
Deane argues that Moore "made the cause of Ireland and the

dream of perfect love sacred causes, spiritualizing each as
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an enterprise for the sake of which
life itself was not to
great a price.
In fact, it was the only price
worth

paying" (Deane, "Thomas Moore" 1055).

Included in Moore's

Irish Melodies are titles such as
"Remember the glories of
Brian the Brave" (an allusion to Brian Boru),
"The harp
that once through Tara's halls", and the
famous "Let Erin
Remember." The first verse of the latter alludes
to

victory in single combat.
Let Erin remember the days of old.
Ere her faithless sons betray 'd her;
When Malachi wore the collar of gold.
Which he won from her proud invader.
When her kings, with standard of green'unfurl
Led the Red-Branch Knights to danger; Ere the emerald gem of the western world
Was set in the crown of a stranger.
(Deane, Field Day Anthology 1:1061)

'd.

"The Nation", produced by Young Irelanders, not only

published, but also promoted, many of the ballads which

were to inspire men for generations to come.

One such

ballad, written by Mary Eva Kelly, "The Patriot Mother",

describes the fate of a rebel of '98 who could have saved

himself a martyr's death by revealing to the English the
names of his comrades.
Alanna!
Alanna!
The shadow of shame
Has never fallen on one of your name.
And 0 may the food from my bosom you drew.
In your veins turn to poison if you turn untrue.

On the high gallows tree!
On the brave gallows
tree
Where smiled leaves and blossoms, his sad doom
met
he!
But it never bore blossoms so pure or so fair
As the heart of the martyr that hangs from it

there.

(Faolain 380)

(
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Of all the poets of Young Ireland,
Mangan was the most
BuccesBful in capturing the atmosphere of
past glories, the
dismay of present circumstances, and the
hope for
liberation.
the ideas.

Moore's Let Erin Remember sought to keep
alive
With the disaster of the famine, Mangan
sought

to reassure Ireland that she had not
been abandoned.

The

following ballad. Dark Rosaleen, by Mangan (a
translation
of Roisin Dubh) was published in the Nation
on 30 May 1846
(

M

.

Brown 47

)

my dark Rosaleen,
Do not sigh, do not weep!
The priests are on the ocean green.
They march along the Deep.
There's wine
from the royal Pope,
Upon the ocean green;
And Spanish ale shall give you hope.
My Dark Rosaleen!
My own Rosaleen!
Shall glad your heart, shall give you hope.
Shall give you health, and help, and hope.
My Dark Rosaleen.
0,

.

.

.

the Erne shall run red
with redundance of blood,

0!
•

•

Ere you shall fade, ere you shall die.
My Dark Rosaleen!
My own Rosaleen!
The Judgement Hour must first be nigh.
Ere you can fade, ere you can die.
My Dark Rosaleen!
(Hoagland 143-45)
The ancient motifs inherent in Dark Rosaleen will be

discussed in a later chapter.
A famous ballad, and one which Faolain (446) argues
"may best personify the importance of rebel music in Irish

history," is The Memory of the Dead or Who fears to speak
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of Ninety-Eight?,
They rose in dark and evil days
To right their native land;
They kindled here a living blaze
That nothing can withstand.
Alas!
That might can vanquish right!
They fell and passed away.
But true men, like you men.
Are plenty here today.
(Faolain 446-47)
The ballad in its entirety urges men to become martyrs
for

their country, and the song is easily adaptable to

incorporate the martyrs of '98 and latter rebellions.
The power of the ballads stems from what Zimmerman

describes as "the magical power attributed to words in
traditional societies and the potency of language for
inflicting harm or obtaining what is most desired" (27).
The respect and fear associated with the ancient poets for

their power of satire also characterizes the ballads.

Curses are a trait of the eighteenth and nineteenth century
balladry.

The following stanza from Nell Flaherty^s Drake

portrays the intensity of the bitterness afforded Ireland's
enemies.

A cursory reading of the ballad suggests a tale

concerning the killing of a woman's prized drake, but here
Nell Flaherty is used as a soubriquet for Ireland, while
the drake refers to Robert Emmet, who led an abortive

rising in Dublin, 1803.

May his pig never grunt, may his cat never hunt.
That a ghost may him haunt in the dead of night;
May his hen never lay, may his ass never bray.
May his goat fly away like an old paper kite.
That the flies and the fleas may the wretch ever
tease
And a bitter north breeze make him tremble and
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shake
May an African bug build a nest in the lug
Of the monster that murdered Nell Flaherty's
drake.
(Faolain 434)

The ballads which emerged after the defeat of
the

Stuarts contained references to the "liberating fleet"
from

across the seas.

While the idea originally reflected a

hope for the restoration of the Stuart dynasty, in the

nineteenth and twentieth centuries the convention was

utilized to resurrect the idea that a savior for Ireland
waits across the sea
Also reflected in the songs is the ancient idea of the

power of the poet to foretell the future,

Zimmerman notes

that the prophecies of the ballads "kept forecasting the

end of oppression.

change" (30).

Only the date of liberation would

And he adds the important note that "in all

these texts there was no clear view of the future beyond

hope of a liberation to be achieved through some miracle"
(30).

This lack of future planning is also reflected in

the political movements, which seem to have no other goal

than an end to the current of government.'^
The symbol of the Liberty Trees became in Ireland yet
another connection to the past. Famous in France as a
symbol of the Revolution, the idea reached Ireland, where
the Irish put their own unique twist onto the custom. As we
shall see, sacred trees were planted for the inauguration
Zimmerman notes that Ireland once
or death of a king.
again provided a unique twist to the symbol. Relying on
the medieval tradition of a dead tree (the Cross) reviving
with Christ's blood, the Irish symbol of the tree becomes
pictured as withered, to bloom only with the shedding of
Zimmerman quotes the declaration of the Londonderry
blood.
Volunteers, 1792, in which they state that the tree planted
by their ancestors has withered, but removal of "the
7-
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Writing to his mother three days before his execution,
Padraic Pearse declared:
You must not grieve for all this. We have
preserved Ireland's honor and our own. Our deeds
of last week are the most splendid in Ireland's
history.
People will say hard things of us now,
but we shall be remembered by posterity and
blessed by unborn generations. You too will be
blessed because you were my mother.
{Last Words
19)

Encompassed within this passage are the characteristics
which are most associated with Pearse:

the glorification

of violence to achieve Irish freedom and the implied

religious symbolism.

In many of his writings, Pearse

identifies himself as a Christ figure, while his mother is
akin to Mary, mother of God.

The complexity of Pearse has

led to numerous interpretations of his motives.

From Ruth

Dudley Edwards's Patrick Pearse: The Triumph of Failure to
Sean Farrell Moran's Patrick Pearse and the Politics of

Redemption, many of the works seek to e.xplain the

fascination Pearse acquired for blood-sacrifice.

Moran

argues that past approaches to studies on Pearse have

either concentrated on the political ideology bequeathed by

parasite plants from its Trunk" will regenerate the tree
(41). The doctrine of blood sacrifice reached its clima:< in
the events and writings surrounding the 1916 Rising.
8.
For biographies of Pearse, I rely primarily on the
following sources: Ruth Dudley Edwards, Patrick Pearse:
The Triumph of Failure- Sean Farrell Moran, Patrick Pearse
and the Politics of Redemption; and Brian Murphy, Patrick
Pearse and the Lost Republican Ideal.
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Pearse and the Rising or on Pearse's obsession
with death
and salvation.
The general conclusion to the latter

studies is that Pearse felt a personal sense of
failure and
sought to achieve redemption through sacrifice.
Moran

writes that Pearse "has become a heroic figure because
his
private life and Irish political life met when each was

undergoing a profound crisis; the solution Pearse sought
and found for his own life was the same solution that

changed Irish history--the Easter Rising of 1916" (3).

The

forces which lead Pearse to the General Post Office on

Easter Monday 1916 may never be fully understood, and it is
outside the scope of this study to examine the problem.
The question of interest for this work is:

to what degree

did the ideal of martyrdom influence Pearse, who himself

became the most powerfully symbolic of all the Irish

martyrs?

As with Tone, a brief historical sketch will be

given to explain the political environment in which Pearse
lived

What emerges from a cursory glance at the political

chaos in Ireland at the turn of the century is that too

many people had too many ideas on how Ireland should
fashion her government and society.

Socialism, Home Rule,

republicanism, the continued union with England
list of possibilities is staggering.

when it was all over, the end result
one's dream.

.

.

.

the

The tragedy is that

— partition — was

no

Partition was simply the only option left.
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In 1900 Arthur Griffith wrote,

"Grattan is dead,

and O'Connell is dead and Parnell is dead, but
Emmet and
Davis, Mitchell and the Fenian men are living in
the

twentieth century" (qtd. in Johnson 156).

Griffith argued

that the Act of Union was illegal and that Irish Members
of

Parliament should

withdraw from Westminster and set up

their own Parliament in Ireland.

Griffith advocated a dual

monarchy, rather like Austria and Hungary, and the

Ausgleich of 1867.

The IRB (Irish Republican Brotherhood),

which had been founded in the 1850s, was still alive,
advocating physical force to separate Ireland and England.
Eager young nationalists were drawn into the IRB, including
Pearse, Thomas MacDonagh and Joseph Mary Plunkett.
The belated growth of trade unionism, led by James

Larkin and socialist James Connolly, led to a series of
industrial disputes in Ireland which culminated in the Lock
Out of 1913.

William Martin Murphy organized some 400

employers in a federation and locked out workers who were

members of Larkin 's union.

By the end of September some

24,000 people were locked out.
ensued,

An eight-month struggle

in which Murphy eventually emerged victorious.

In

the midst of the crisis, a Citizen Army was established to

protect strikers.
struggle was over.

The Army did not disband after the

Many historians argue that the founding

of the Citizen Army released a spirit of militancy into

Irish society which would not disappear.
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Constitutional nationalism was reborn in 1900
when the
warring factions of parliamentarians were
reunited under
the Parnellite leader John Redmond.
The Irish

Parliamentary Party regained support of both the
Catholic
Church and the Liberal Party. The Irish Party
joined
forces with the Liberal Party in Parliament.

The Irish

were still seeking Home Rule, but until 1909 the
Liberals
in London were in the majority and did not need
Irish

political support.

That all changed with the

constitutional crisis over Lloyd George's People's Budget.
In the 1910 elections Redmond's Irish party held the

balance of power though the Liberals retained their status
as the majority party.

The budget crisis resulted in the

passage of the 1911 Parliament Act.

With this act the

House of Lords lost their power to veto major legislation;
they could only

suspend legislation for two sessions of

Parliament, after which the legislation would become law.
To pass the 1911 Act, the Liberals made a deal with Redmond
for Irish support.

The Irish would support the English

legislation and in return Prime Minister Asquith would
follow with legislation for Irish Home Rule.

question then became the Ulster question.
done to pacify the unionists in Ulster?

The Irish

What could be
It emerged that

the only practical alternative would be a special status

for part or all of Ulster.

When it became apparent that a Home Rule bill would be
introduced and pass Commons, Ulster elected Edward Carson
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as their leader.

Carson promised that Ulster would not

recognize the authority of the Dublin Parliament.

A

Provisional Ulster government was created,
and Carson
became spokesman for it in Commons. Speaking
on Home Rule
Carson exclaimed, "We will set up a government
in Belfast.

I

am told it will be illegal.

is illegal.
it.

I

Drilling

was reading an Act of Parliament forbidding

The Volunteers are illegal, and the Government
dare

not interfere with them.
(qtd.

Of course it will.

Don't be afraid of illegalities"

in O'Clery, Phrases 42).

Under the leadership of

Carson and James Craig, Ulster was organized.©
Increasing the tension level in 1911 was the approval
of resistance in Ulster by Andrew Bonar Law, leader of the

Conservative Party.

In 1912 more than 200,000 men and more

women signed the Ulster Covenant or pledge on Ulster Day
(28 September 1912), many signing in their own blood.

was a two part pledge:

It

the women's pledge expressed the

"deferential 'desire' to associate ourselves with the men
of Ulster in their uncompromising opposition to Home Rule",

while the men promised to employ "all means which may be
found necessary to defeat the present conspiracy to set up
a Home Rule Parliament in Ireland, and to refuse to

The Protestants formed a large majority in east Ulster,
and a majority in a border strip enclosing Fermanagh and
Tyrone; the Catholics were in the majority in the centre,
and there were large Catholic minorities in Belfast and
Derry
9.
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recognize its authority."

An Ulster Volunteer Force

(hereafter cited UVF) was established in January
1913,

whose 90,000 members achieved formidable military
discipline.

On 25 April 1914, with reported police

connivance (at Clydevalley, Port of Larne

) ,

the UVF

imported and distributed illegally some 30,000 service
rifles, each with 100 rounds of ammunition.

The distribution of arms followed the Mutiny at the

Curragh which had occurred a few weeks earlier.
Curragh was an army base outside of Dublin.

The

Rumors had

reached the base that the Government might send soldiers
into Ulster to disarm the UVF.

The general and 52 other

officers at the Curragh threatened to resign rather than,
in their words,

"coerce Ulster" (O'Clery 45).

With the

threatened resignations, the Government backed down.

The

Cabinet sent the following explanation to General Gough:
.

.

.

the incident has been due to a

misunderstanding.
His Majesty's Government
must retain the right to use all the forces of
the Crown in Ireland to maintain law and
order.
But they have no intention whatever of
taking advantage of this right to crush political
opposition to the policy or principles of the
Home Rule Bill.
(Qtd. in O'Clery, Phrases 45)
.

.

.

.

.

This was an ambiguous statement at best from the British
government.

Most historians agree that there was no reason

to doubt that Home Rule would have been greeted in Ulster

with armed rebellion.
In response to the UVF,

an Irish National Volunteers

force was created in November 1913.

Command of the INV
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fell to Eoin Mac Neill, a medieval
historian and vice-

president of the Gaelic League.

The IRB assumed military

leadership of the members of the INV.
1913:

"I

Pearse wrote in

think the Orangeman with a rifle a much less

ridiculous figure than a Nationalist without a rifle"
{Political Writings 185).

Members of the Citizen Army also

joined the INV.
To counter the actions of the UVF, the Irish

Volunteers also attempted to arm themselves.
however, met with official resistance.

They,

Sir Roger Casement

and Erskine Childers attempted to procure guns for the
south.

On 4 July 1914,

in Howth,

as the Volunteers

attempted to land their arms, the Dublin police and British
troops arrived with the intent of disarming the Volunteers.
The ensuing fight has been labeled the Bachelor's Walk
Incident.

Whereas the Ulster Volunteers were able to

smuggle in guns without any interference, the Irish

Volunteers were forced to battle with British forces.
The guns were smuggled through the police forces and hidden
in the woods, but, as the troops walked back to Dublin, the

crowd began to taunt them.

In response,

the soldiers fired

into the crowd, killing three people and wounding 36.

Foster argues that the Unionist venture had been organised
secretly, in contrast to the National Volunteers who "were

deliberately creating a provocative gesture" {Modern

Ireland 469).

The image created was that the British
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government supported the Unionist cause while
utilizing its
might to defeat the Irish National Volunteers.
This was
the situation when in August 1914 Austria
invaded Serbia

and World War

I

began.

Home Rule legislation, which would

have been passed, was suspended for duration of the
war.
In the background of the political scene were the

writings of the Irish Literary Renaissance.

A more

detailed discussion of the images produced by the movement
will be given in a following chapter.

A powerful component

of the Renaissance was the quest for a national identity.
As was true of the political visionaries, the literary

writers could not agree on what form a literarily conscious
Ireland should take.

There are many strains in the

writings of the Revival, and two of the dominant ones were
the romantic and the realist.

The former is symbolized by

the writing of Yeats and Lady Gregory; the latter by James

Joyce and George Moore.
The writings of the romantics are said to have

inspired Pearse, Joseph Mary Plunkett, and Thomas
MacDonagh.

Pearse, without question, was the inspirational

leader of the Easter Rising.

In 1915 Pearse delivered the

following now famous words at the funeral of the old Fenian
0 'Donovan Rossa:

"Life springs from death, and from the

graves of living men and women spring living nations.

.

.

They have left us our Fenian dead, and while Ireland holds
these graves Ireland unfree shall never be at peace"
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{Political Writings 137).

In his pamphlet entitled The

Coming Revolution, he wrote,

"We may make mistakes in the

beginning and shoot the wrong people, but bloodshed is
a
cleansing and sanctifying thing, and the nation which
regards it as the final horror has lost its manhood"
{Political Writings 93-99)

.

Pearse wore many masks during his relatively short
life.

He was a poet and an educator who not only taught

the Irish language but founded St. Enda's school in 1908.

Additionally, he published extensively in various journals
and pamphlets.

mythology,

Through the influence of early Irish

Cu Chulainn became for Pearse the symbol of the

struggle for freedom.

His historical idol was Tone.io

In

1913 he gave the following address at Tone's grave in

Bodenstown
We pledge ourselves to follow in the steps of
Tone, never to rest... until his work be
accomplished, deeming it the proudest of all
privileges to fight for freedom, to
fight.
holding faith to the memory and the
inspiration of Tone, and accounting ourselves
base as long as we endure the evil thing against
which he testified with his blood.
{Political
Writings 63)
.

.

Pearse's writings testify to his belief that

a

blood

sacrifice would be necessary for Ireland to gain her
freedom.

The phrase "England's difficulty is Ireland's

opportunity" was never more apt than during World War

10.

Peter Newman argues that Pearse

's

idol was Emmet.

I.
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The reason given for fighting in World War

I,

the '"defense

of small nations," struck some people in
Ireland as

hypocrisy.

An estimated 10,000-15,000 men took the name of

Irish Volunteers and refused to fight. The rest, some
170,000, called themselves the National Volunteers and

fought and died in World War

I.n

As the Great War

continued, the IRB and the Citizen Army believed a revolt

was needed before the end of the war.

Sinn Fein

(Griffith's group) and the Irish Volunteer leaders

supported a rising only if success could be guaranteed.
Mac Neill was adamant that there should be no shedding of
blood.

There was also the argument that a Rising should

occur only if Britain was defeated by Germany or if German

help could be obtained.
The actual Rising was planned and known beforehand

only by a very small group of men, as was always the case
in Irish rebellions.

included

In addition to Pearse,

the group

MacDonagh and Plunkett, both poets, the former a

political organizer and the latter educated in guerrilla
warfare; Thomas Clarke, survivor of the Fenian movement;

Ireland had the largest quota of men serving than any
part of the United Kingdom with more than 500,000 men and
some 80 divisions.
This included Irish living in England
Wales and Scotland- The 1915 Draft Bill excluded Ireland.
Roy Foster argues that the "radicalization of Irish
politics in the early twentieth century arose out of the
opposition to the Boer War, and was further encouraged by
the outbreak of European War in 1914" {Moder^n Ireland 456The Boer War against English imperialism inspired
57).
many Irish to not only support but fight in the War.
Arthur Griffith and John MacBride were only two of many
Irish who fought for the Boers during the war.
11.

126

Connolly, the socialist, who only slowly
came to believe
that nationalism was as worth fighting for as
social
change.

Other leading participants included Sean

MacDermott, Eamonn Ceannt, Eamon de Valera, and Constance

Markievicz
The Rising was planned for Easter Monday, 24 April
1916.

Peter Costello writes that "the Rising began on

Easter Monday so that in the future Ireland would be unable
to celebrate the Resurrection of Christ without remembering

the Insurrection of Ireland"

(76-77).

The press was

censored during the Rising so few people knew what was
happening.

Sir Roger Casement once again went to Germany

to buy arms and to interest the Germans in the Irish cause.

Casement was scheduled to return to Ireland with the arms
in April of 1916,

and plans were set in motion in Dublin

for a Rising. A series of bungles are connected with the

rising.

The gun shipment expected from Germany had turned

into a fiasco as the Germans sent the guns earlier than

expected- The supply ship, the Aud, was spotted by British
ships, and the captain scuttled his ship off the Kerry

coast rather than have the weapons be taken.

captured by the British forces.

Casement was

Moreover, Mac Neill had

been bypassed during the planning and learned what was
afoot only at the last minute.
off the Rising and,

thus,

He issued orders calling

there was incredible confusion in

commands to the Volunteers.

To Pearse Mac Neill pleaded.
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"What we call our country is not a poetical
abstraction
.

It is the Irish nation,

...

reality" (qtd. in Thompson 95).

a concrete and visible

The result of the

confusion in orders led Pearse to postpone the Rising
for
one day.

The turmoil resulted in only 1200 men turning

out
The Rising was centered in Dublin, on Sackville
Street, now O'Connell Street, and began at noon, Monday, 24
April.

This was the one Irish revolt that was not

betrayed, and yet Dublin refused to rise!

Instead of

occupying strategic buildings, the rebels took such
locations as the General Post Office (hereafter GPO) and
the General Mill building.

The rebels were waiting for the

population of Dublin to join them.

Pearse, standing on

steps of the Post Office, read the proclamation of the new

Republic of Ireland, while bystanders wondered what he was
doing.

The proclamation begins:
The Provisional Government of the Irish Republic
to the people of Ireland
Irishmen and Irishwomen:
In the name of God
and of the dead generations from which she
receives her old tradition of nationhood,
Ireland, through us, summons her children to her
flag and strikes for her freedom.
(Irish
Political Documents: 1916-1949 17)
:

The general consensus is that the rebels never had a

chance to win the rebellion.

The question is whether they

believed that they would be executed and thus emerge as
martyrs for Ireland.

In order to put down the Rising,

British forces on their way to France were diverted to
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Ireland.

Within 48 hours the British forces outnumbered

Irish forces by twenty to one.

The British forces,

commanded by General John Maxwell, used not only field
guns
but they also brought a gunboat up the Liffey.

The rebels

assumed they would face nothing more than small-arms fire

because they believed it was unthinkable that England would
use artillery in the center of an historic city and part of
the United Kingdom.

But from England's point of view, it

was essential to put down the Rising before the rebels
could gain popular support.

As a result, the British began

shelling Dublin, and the GPO caught fire on the 27th.
noon,

At

Saturday, 30 April, Pearse called off the Rising.

Initially public opinion was against the rebels, who

were viewed as traitors.

But,

a great many people had been

killed and destruction was enormous and in places,
irreparable.

Sackville Street was consumed in one night by

fire.

There were other mistakes made by the British as

well:

Maxwell was given full civil and military authority

under martial law.

He had arrested twice as many people as

had taken part in Rising, and he also began executing the
leaders of the Rising.

The trials and executions were

intended to frighten the Irish.

Had the executions been

done all at once, the desired effect might have been
achieved.

But the executions dragged on for nine days,

beginning on May

3.

The leaders must have expected to die,

but Willie Pearse, Padraic's gentle brother, died simply
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because he was related to Padraic.

The most brutal

execution was of Connolly; wounded in the fighting,
he had
to be tied to a chair to face his firing
squad.
The

Government also decided to intern and then ship (to
Wales
of all places) 1,862 of the rebels, without trial.
The

culmination of these actions was a drastic change in both
Irish and English public opinion.

The rebels were

transformed into disillusioned youths who, the public

\

argued, should only be locked up until World War

I

I

ended.

)

The ensuing executions immediately elevated to them to the

'

i)

status of martyrs
Pearse was executed on 3 May 1916.

J.J. Lee argues

that only when it became apparent that the Rising would
fail, did the rebels resort to myth.

Lee argues that their

"last words retrospectively subscribed to Pearse 's theory

of blood sacrifice" (25)

.

While it is interesting to

speculate on how many of the leaders did agree with blood
sacrifice prior to defeat, the importance is that,

accurately or not, the Easter Rising is considered one of
blood sacrifice-

What is not in question are Pearse

motives leading up to the Rising

,

's

Whereas scholarly

argument is needed to connect Sarsfield and Tone to ancient
literary motifs, Pearse, himself, proclaimed the
connection.

Pearse

make him a martyr.

"s

actions are clearly calculated to

His beliefs, his writings, and his

actions during the Rising indicate that Pearse, in

a sense,
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scripted the event so he would emerge as the ideal
Irish
martyr.
As we shall see, Pearse becomes the natural

realization of the ideology of martyrdom.

Sarsfield as

martyr allows for the creation of Pearse as martyr.

We

will now turn our attention to the witnesses who promoted
the image of Sarsfield as martyr.

CHAPTER IV

WOULD THAT IT WERE FOR IRELAND:

THE CREATION OF A MARTYR

I^d read of our heroes and wanted the same
To play up my part in the patriot game.

Having looked at narratives of the lives of
Sarsfield, Tone and Pearse, we've seen that Tone and

Pearse secure their status as martyrs by dying for
Ireland.

This chapter addresses the growth of the legend

of Sarsfield in order to show how Sarsfield evolved into
an Irish martyr.

Death was but the beginning of a seemingly eternal
life for the Earl of Lucan.

Ballads, poems, plays, and

biographies, from the seventeenth century to the present,
seek to portray Sarsfield as a "true" Irishman:
honorable, courageous, and loyal to his country.

With the

events of 1798, the idea of "martyrs for Ireland" became

embedded in the national psyche.

Theobald Wolfe Tone in

the eighteenth century and Padraig Pearse in the twentieth

would not need a continual re-interpretation of their
deeds; their names alone sufficed to evoke the sacred

image because of their having been executed in the service
of nationalism.

The idea of martyrdom is a powerful
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weapon when you consider that Tone and Pearse were
not
heroes in their lifetime:
glory.

only death brought them that

Deeds in life were not required for honor to be

attained if one died a glorious death.
As noted in the previous chapter, political divisions

within Ireland negated the possibility of establishing one
accepted version of an Irish identity.

The literary

writings also reflect the political divide.

To what

extent Irish literature can and does influence politics

was first analyzed in William

E.

Thompson's classic work.

The Imagination of an Insurrection.

According to Deane

the poetry and song of the nineteenth century manifest "a

series of individual and sometimes group attempts to come
to term with the implications of a doctrine.

and Song" 1).

.

.

"("Poetry

As Vansina notes, oral traditions are "to a

greater or lesser extent linked with the society and the
culture which produces them, therefore all are influenced
by the culture and society concerned, upon which their

very existence depends" {Oral Tradition 164).

The

political and cultural conditions dictated the elements
needed in an ideology aimed at defining an Irish identity.
The doctrine formulated, Deane argues,

"was

understood to provide a solution to the Irish politicalcultural problem but, at the same time, also revealed the

profound contradictions which that solution was supposed
to overcome.

The doctrine stated that there was a
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profound relationship between language, culture
and
national destiny" ("Poetry and Song" 1).

The developing

cults of martyrdom were an attempt to connect language,
culture, and national destiny by emphasizing a connection

with a heroic past and the possibility of re-establishing
that past in the present.

Connection to a heroic past in

Ireland necessitated bridging a language shift, but, as

Vansina suggests, political and social structures "affect
only the form and manner in which traditions are
transmitted, and have very little effect on the

characteristics of the type as such" {Oral Tradition 170).
Thus, the names of Sarsfield, Tone, Pearse, and others

were invoked in an effort to

rekindle past glories and

achieve present and future glory.

As we shall see in the

following examination of the growth of the Sarsfield
legend, the immediate political needs of a certain time

specified the manner in which the Sarsfield cult
developed.
The following tales and ballads concerning Sarsfield
are drawn from four time periods:

contemporary accounts;

the mid-nineteenth century; the Parnell period, 1870-1891;

and the time of the Irish literary revival, c. 1890-1922.

Presented first in chronological order, the stories and
songs emphasize the following themes:

Sarsfield 's

character, including his genealogy and sense of honor; his
role at the battle of the Boyne and the retreat to
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Limerick; the glory of "Sarsf ield's ride";
the idea of "if
only" (e.g., if only Sarsfield had been
in charge at

Aughrim); the reasons why he signed the Treaty
of
Limerick; and his exile and heroic death at
Landen in

An analysis of the materials will follow the

1693.

narrative presentation.

Contemporary AccountR
The contemporary accounts include poems, historical

narratives, journals, pamphlets, and ballads.
of the works to be examined are of a

Though most

hagiographic nature,

some of the materials have other purposes than to promote

Sarsfield as hero.

We have seen how the internal

dissension among the Irish ranks allowed for the potential
for several men to claim the status of hero, though none

but Sarsfield captured the public imagination.

In

examining the contemporary tales, note how the authors
invoke the concepts of honor and fairness through their

chosen figures.

These characteristics are also important

to the pro-Sarsf ield writers, who take care to emphasize

Sarsfield's kindness to the English and to Protestants.
Special care is taken to disassociate Sarsfield from any

massacres that might have occurred during the war.

The

reason for their reluctance to relate negative tales of

Sarsfield will become clear in the analysis of the
stories

Gaelic poet Daibhi 0 Bruadair

(c.

1625-98) praised

Sarsfield in a poem titled Caitreim padraig sairseal {The
Triumph of Patrick Sarsfield).
Kinsella,

According to 6 Tuama and

"6 Bruadair is the first of the well-known

seventeenth century poets to try to lie completely out of
verse,

in the manner of the medieval professional poets"

(109).

0 Bruadair 's ode to Sarsfield has been reprinted

in a modern Limerick tour pamphlet titled Sarsfield

Ride,

As the editors of Sarsfield

^s

Bide note, 6 Bruadair

is the "only authentic voice we have from a countryman of

Sarsfield, and a contemporary" (18),

In this twenty-six

verse poem 0 Bruadair presents Sarsfield as "a champion

chieftain of virtuous ways" {Duanaire Daibid Ui BriSadair
145),

The following verses, number two and twenty-six,

explain 0 Bruadair 's reasons for writing the poem.
II.

Bith nar mheasas choiche tafann
Laoich i rannaibh raifleise
D'eis ar chumas d'eigse ghliogair
Don tread thug mo ra breagach
Do mhein ghealghniomh an te leasuigheas
Gne da bhfailli f airceithf ead
Bonn a mbraithim sonn ar m'aire
Lonradh t east a an tSairsealaigh,

(Although I had thought that I never again
should
Hound on a hero with doggerel rhymes
After all my composing of vacuous poems
For men who have given the lie to my words.
Yet for love of the bright deeds of him who
repaireth
Some part of their failure I shall loudly
proclaim
The substance of what in my mind I discover
The luminous splendour of Sarsfield^s renown.)
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XXVI
Ni hiomadh ni fala ni bagair ni baidh
breige
Ni cumha ni caradas ceangail tar ardghaolaibh
Tug cumadh na haiste seo ar m'aire na gra

einnith
Acht tuilleamh na pearsan nach feaca acht
scath ghreine.
(It is neither spite or anger, menace,
pretended zeal.

a

nor

Neither bribe nor friendship binding on account
of noble kin
That hath turned my mind to frame this poem, nor
the love of aught
But the merits of the man whose shadow only I
have seen,
{Duanaire D^ihid Ui Brvadair 143,157)

6 Bruadair writes that Sarsfield is the only true hero he
has written of, for other men "have given the lie to my

words" (143).

He also notes that nothing but admiration

for Sarsfield led him to praise a man "whose shadow only

have seen"

(

157

)

I

.

Narratives
There are four important contemporary narratives
about Sarsfield:

Charles O'Kelly's Macariae Excidium;

The Journal of John Stevens;

John Gilbert's A Jacobite

Narz^ative of the War in Ireland; and William Burnet's

History of his own Times.

Only the latter two will be

considered in detail as they are considered the classic
Jacobite and Williamite accounts of the war,
J.

T-

Gilbert edited A Jacobite Narrative, and, as he

states in his introduction, the Narrative comprises a

portion of a manuscript entitled A light to the blind,
Gilbert presents the work as "a near-contemporary account
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of the war in Ireland, 1688-91, written
by an intelligent

Jacobite who was in close touch with the affairs
of the
time" (Gilbert v).
The title of the manuscript refers to
those people who became "blind to the merits of
James II"
(Gilbert v).

The two volume manuscript exists in the

Carte Collection (vol. 1) and the Fingall collection
(vol.
1-2 ).i

Gilbert is an Old English Irish Catholic, who

favored a Catholic nation "under the leadership of such a
man as Richard Talbot, Duke of Tyrconnell" (Gilbert viii).
As a staunch supporter of Tyrconnell, Gilbert is in

sympathy with the author of the Narrative, who criticizes
the men who opposed Tyrconnell 's policies, even hinting

that internal treachery contributed to Ireland's downfall.

Burnet's History considers the war from the point of

view of a Williamite Bishop.
Salisbury in 1688-89.

Burnet became Bishop of

He died in 1715, but his account

was first published only in 1723.

The introduction

contains the following observation by Jonathan Swift:
"his History is generally made up of coffee-house

scandals ... his vanity runs intolerably through the whole
book.

.

.he is the most partial of all writers that ever

pretended so much to impartiality" (Burnet vii).
A comparison of The Jacobite Narrative and Burnet's

History shows

a degree

of similarity in the reasons both

Fingal MSS 4767, National Library of Ireland. J. G.
Simms suggests in his introduction to Gilbert's edition,
that the author of the collection is one Nicholas Plunket
of Dunsoghly, Co. Dublin (1629-1718).
1.
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give for Irish defeat, though Burnet tends
to place the

blame on a deficiency in the Irish character.

Both

accounts stress the internal dissension amongst the
Irish,
and the conflict between the Irish and French.
writes,

Burnet

"It is true the Irish were now as insolent as they

were undisciplined; and they began to think they must be
masters of all the King's counsels.

A jealousy arose

between them and the French; and they were soon on very
bad terms, and scarcely ever agreed in their advices"
(Burnet 310-311).

He mentions the dissension again when

discussing the first siege of Limerick:

"It had appeared

on many occasions that the French and the Irish soldiers

did not agree well together ..." (Burnet 333).

Burnet

took great pains to remind his readers that the Irish were
not only "insolent" and "undisciplined", but also cowards.

Writing on the siege of Enniskillen he states:

"A

considerable force was sent against them; but through
their courage, and the cowardice of the Irish, they held
out" (Burnet 312).

In contrast to the cowardice of the

Irish, he presents us with a picture of bravery in William
III:

"He went into the trenches every day,

thought he exposed himself too much.

...

and it was

Once, upon

receiving a packet from England, he sat down in the open
field for some hours, reading his letters, while the

cannon-balls were flying round about him.

The Irish fired

well, and showed they had some courage when they were
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behind walls, how little soever they
had shown in the
field- (Burnet 331).
If Burnet is to be believed,
then
foolishness, not bravery, would seem to
characterize

the

King.
In place of brave William, Gilbert's
Narrative

presents us with the great Tyrconnell.

His nobility, his

zeal, his "affection for his country" are
constantly

repeated throughout the narrative, in addition to
the
lament that "the grandeur of Tyrconnell was undervalued"

(Gilbert 157).

More important are the suggestions that

plotting and treachery within Irish ranks against the
mighty Tyrconnell led to Ireland's defeat. Naming
Sarsfield as the chief conspirator against Tyrconnell, The

Narrative bemoans the "caballists" and
oppose Tyrconnell.

"

factioneers" who

Digressing from his narrative, the

author lectures on the loss of honor for the traitors:
He that has sold the honor of an honest man with
so much detriment to others, cannot afterwards
find the least solid comfort on earth, though
for the comforts of earth he had made that
brutal bargain.
His conscience daily
stings him; there the apprehension of too speedy
a death gives him too frequent torments.
The
foreigner passes by, not deeming him worth his
salutation.
The kinsman is ashamed to own hie
kindred.
And, in fine, everybody ridicules him
as a fool, because, without selling his honesty,
he had enough to live upon with honor
before he turned traitor; and he might have
continued that sufficiency in remaining faithful
to his trust; and though his party should have
been overcome, yet a person of talents cannot
miss to live decently and with credit in the
world.
(Gilbert 128)
.

.

.
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The viewpoints concerning the battle
of the Boyne

Sarsfield's Raid and the battle of Aughrim are
enlightening.
exclaims:

On the Battle of the Boyne, Burnet

"It was a complete victory; and those
who were

the least disposed to flattery said it was
almost wholly

due to the King's courage and conduct,..."
(Burnet 325).

By contrast The Narrative records that "...it was
but a

skirmish..." (Gilbert 102).

Details preceding the Raid

allow Burnet to give his first comments on Sarsfield as
"one of the best officers of the Irish.

.

(Burnet 330).

."

Of the Raid itself, Burnet writes only that, "Sarsfield

surprised the party, destroyed the ammunition, broke the
carriages, and burst one of the guns, and so marched off"
(Burnet 330).
to the raid.
as Burnet.

He concludes that William "lost a week" due

The Narrative contains as little information

Much the same account is given, with the added

information that "for this action the duke of Tyrconnell

recommended Sarsfield to the king's favour.

.

."

(Gilbert

114), with the end result the granting of an earldom to

Sarsfield.

Burnet begins his account of the battle of Aughrim:
"St. Ruth,

one of the most violent of all the persecutors

of the Protestants in France, was sent over to command the

Irish army" (Burnet 338).

As do the Irish accounts, he

records that the "action was very hot", but instead of

admitting the Irish were on the verge of victory, he
writes:

"But nature will be always too strong for art;

the Irish in conclusion trusted more
to their heels than
to their hands; the foot threw down their
arms and ran

away"

(Burnet 339).

The Narrative contains a bitter and

angry account of the loss at Aughrim.

The author seems to

blame the left wing of the Irish army for the loss.

Through treachery or cowardice, they refused to act:
...the victory is so certainly in the hands of
the Irish, that nothing can take it away but the
gaining of that most perilous pass by the castle
of Aughrim;
This being so, what a pity it is
to lose a kingdom at so slight a rate as not to
venture a few men!
What a pity to bring thus
thousands of families into slavery; to suffer
religion, the true worship of Almighty God, to
be suppressed; to keep, in fine, a mighty
monarch in exile! What excuse can the left wing
of the king's cavalry make for themselves...
Their bleeding country requires it, their
suffering prince exacts it, and their oppressed
kindred implores it and expects it.
(Gilbert
142)

The death of St. Ruth "laid the nation prostrate at his
feet"

(Gilbert 143).

The author suggests that once again

treachery occurred as the Irish fled immediately upon

hearing that their commander was dead.

He writes that the

first army to "give up the victory of their own accord at
the death of their general commander,

Irish army,

.

.

.

at Aughrim,

.

.

.

'Tis only the

in the province of Connaught

and kingdom of Ireland, that began this precedent in the

year 1691" (Gilbert 143).
The Narrative contains the story of the Flight of the

Wild Geese in 1691.
name,

Though not mentioning Sarsfield by

there is the suggestion that when the French fleet
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arrived, the Irish soldiers destined for
France, together
with the assistance of the fleet, could
have retaken

Limerick:

"But men of honesty will rather suffer
than

break their word, which is a doctrine little
regarded by
the Protestants of England and Ireland"
(Gilbert 191).

Although these are the main contemporary accounts
of
Sarsfield, two additional works deserve mention.

The

Jacobite counterpart to the Narrative is a rather strange
story entitled Macariae Excidium; or. The Destruction of
Cyprus.

In allegorical fashion the tale relates the

history of the war from the Gaelic Irish viewpoint, with
Sarsfield as hero and Tyrconnell as villain.

By contrast.

The Journal of John Stevens is a diary by a Williamite

soldier.

Though Stevens died during the war, hence

leaving his tale unfinished, the diary gives valuable
insight into the conditions of the war.

In particular,

discussing Sarsfield's actions during the first siege of
Limerick, Stevens records:
Let others do as they might, Sarsfield was
determined not to turn his back on his country
in this hour of danger.
His word and deeds
turned the scale against Tyrconnel, who with
himself and Lauzun returned to the beleaguered
city.
(164n)

What is interesting in the contemporary works is the
picture of turmoil within the Irish forces.

Internal

discord plagued Ireland throughout the centuries, and
these divisions encouraged the formation of the cult of

martyrdom.

Though each contemporary author presented his
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favorite as hero, we shall see that latter, at
least in
this one instance, unity of purpose was
achieved and

Sarsfield became the only figure promoted as Irish
hero.

Contemporary P^ mDhlRt.=;
Just prior to the war, royal censorship was removed
from the press and a so-called pamphlet war ensued.

The

pamphlets, the majority of which were published

anonymously, were nothing more than propaganda tools.
Yet, because of difficult and often interrupted

communications, the pamphlets became powerful literary and

political weapons.

With no daily means of communication

the pamphlets reaffirmed what the people already believed
to be true.

According to Wauchope, "the wildest of rumors

were quickly spread and believed.

.

.

.

Tales came in of

great battles that had never actually taken place and of
great victories when in fact there had only been a

skirmish" (187).

Having high regard for Sarsfield, the

English pamphleteers were concerned to prove that

Sarsfield was run off the battle field, or defeated, or
captured, or even dead.

To emphasize the tale, the titles

of the pamphlets were almost always begun with the words,
"The true and impartial account...

".

Considered below

are samples of the contemporary pamphlets.

The National Library of Ireland, the Royal Irish

Academy, and Trinity College, Dublin, all possess
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impressive collections of pamphlets relating
to the 168891 period.
The following titles are a sample of the
vast
number of sheets available for study:

Reasons for his majesty's issuing a general
pardon to the rebels of Ireland. London, 1689.
The full and true account of the late brave
action performed by the Inniskilling men
Dublin, 1690.
"The Journal of the Proceedings of the
Parliament in Ireland with the establishment of
their forces there.
London, 6 July 1689.

'Popish champion, or a complete history of the
life.
of Richard, Earl of Tyrconnell "
London, 1689.
.

.

.

"An exact journal

their majesties
General Ginckle,
London, 1691.

'

of the victorious progress of
forces under the command of
"
this summer in Ireland.

exact journal of the siege of Lyme rick,
from 8 to 15th Sept. 1691, from an officer in
the camp to his friend in London. " London,
"An

1691.
"An exact relation

of the routing of the Irish

army under Sarsfield.

"

For J.Smith,

1691.

full and true account of two famous and
signed victories obtained by their majesties
forces over the Irish rebels, first over
Sarsfield...".
For T. Cooper, 1690.
"A

These documents are generally of the broadside
variety, with very few of them containing two or more
pages.

A sample of the content of the pamphlets shows

that though the authors are Williamites, Sarsfield is

still portrayed as honorable and fair, while in several

pamphlets Tyrconnell is viewed as a detriment to Irish
efforts.

In

"An exact

account of the total defeat of the
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Irish army, at Aughrim ..."

(London, 1691), for example,

the pamphlet details the death of
St. Ruth as follows:
"St. Ruth was killed, most of their
general officers were

killed or taken.

Sarcefield [sic] is said to have made

his escape by flight."

The text of

''An

exact and

impartial account from Ireland of the death
of the late
Earl of Tyrconnel- (London, 1691) states
that the pamphlet
is "a letter from a custom-house officer
in Liverpoole to
a merchant in London".

This pamphlet details Tyrconnell's

death:

his Distemper was partly a Fever, but chiefly
despair and Trouble of mind occasioned,
according to the relation the Deserters give of
it, as followeth:
'A strong party being formed
in the Irish Army, against the Earl of
Tyrconnel- this 'party, according to the
account, desired him to 'begone out of the Army'
and not be amongst them at Battle. He went
away in great Discontent to Limerick-where the
faction grew strong against him also, much
encouraged by Monsieur d'Ussone and all French
officers.
.

.

.

The account concludes by stating that "the death of

Tyrconnel led to general despair and desire to surrender
among officers and soldiers.

Tyrconnel, while he lived,

was a bitter enemy to surrender".

The pamphlet argues

that Irish wanted Tyrconnell gone, yet at his death were

disconsolate.

The tone of the work echoes an attitude

that became characteristic of English political complaints

against Ireland: that the Irish can never be satisfied

with any concessions.
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A last example is from

-A

true and impartial account

of their majesties' army in Ireland

(London,

1690).

The

introductory lines to this pamphlet state
that its intent
is in "Discovering the designs of
the late King

James, and

the French army, since the embarking and
landing of His

Grace the Duke of Schonberg".

The story presented

portrays Sarsfield in an honorable light.

The place and

date are Sligo, October 1690, when William's forces
were

met by Irish.

The account states:

on the 8th 150 Horse Grenadeers, 150 Dragoons,
and 150 Inskilling Horse were detached to march
to Sligo, commanded by Col Russel and Col
Tiffin; the enemy prepared as some 80
grenadeers possessed themselves of the fort,
and very well defended the same for some days
against Sarsfield, but being straightened for
provisions, were forced to capitulate and made
honorable conditions, which were performed by
Col. Sarsfield, yet he endeavored by all fair
means to bring these men over to King James upon
promises of Preferments, etc., but they utterly
refused him.
.

.

.

The account implies that Sarsfield surrendered through no
fault of his own, but only due to lack of provisions.

In

defeat, the Williamite author still acknowledges

Sarsfield 's honor as he attempted to keep his men fighting
for King James.

The pamphlets, all from a Williamite perspective,

praise Sarsfield as honorable and fair, while degrading
Tyrconnell.

As we shall see, in the development of

Sarsfield's legend, the above traits of Sarsfield will be
stressed.
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There are few ballads which specifically concern
Sarsfield, despite John Todhunter's claim that "If
to be
sung,

like the Cid,

in popular ballads, marks a man as a

national hero, that honorable title belongs unquestionably
to Sarsfield"

(1).

Often a ballad will instead refer to

the Flight of the Wild Geese or mention the entire era

with wistful regret.

Though Sarsfield is not mentioned by

name in those types of ballads, his presence is felt.

following eight ballad selections comprise

The

a

representative sample from the period to the Literary
Renaissance
A Farewell to Patrick Sarsfield, Earl of Lucan is a

contemporary ballad lament to Sarsfield.

The ballad is in

Irish and is part of the O'Daly collection in the Royal
Irish Academy in Dublin.

The ballad is perhaps the most

famous of the Sarsfield ballads, thanks to the English

translation by Young Ireland poet, James Clarence Mangan.
The ballad contains sixteen or seventeen stanzas,

depending on the version.

Below are the first two stanzas

of Mangan's translation of the ballad:

Farewell, 0 Patrick Sarsfield, may luck be on
your path!
Your camp is broken up, your work is marred for
years
But you go to kindle into flame the King of
France's wrath.
Though you leave sick Eire in tears
Och ochone
,

May the white sun and moon rain glory on your
head
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All hero as you are, and holy man of God!
To you the Saxons owe a many an hour of
dread
In the land you have often trod
Och, ochone

The traditional concluding stanza states:

And

never shall believe that my fatherland can
fall
With the Burkes, and the Dukes, and the son of
Royal James,
And Talbot, the captain, and Sarsfield above
I

all.

The beloved of damsels and dames
Och, ochone
(Qtd. in Colum 173;175)

These three remarkable stanzas contain the themes

which will inform not only the developing Sarsfield
legend, but also the nationalist ideology which infuses

the ideal of martyrdom.
a hero,

The ballad proclaims Sarsfield as

a holy man of God, brave, honorable,

reluctant to

leave Ireland but with the promise of further glory in
France.

Especially important is the idea of "sick Eire in

tears", a reference to the defeat and disunity of Ireland.

Yet all hope is not gone, for the last stanza allows that
as long as men of Sarsfield 's caliber remain and fight in

Ireland, the "fatherland" cannot f all.

The following two ballads lament the broken treaty of

Limerick and Sarsfield "s death.

Limerick contains the verse:

The Treaty Stone of

"Lucan signed in vain,/ For

shamefully 'twas broken, ere the Wild Geese reached the
main, ..." (qtd. in Hayes

1:

207)

.

Irish Rapparees:

A

Peasant Ballad, 1691, a contemporary ballad, translated
latter into English by Charles Gavin Duffy, refers to
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Sarsfield's death at Landen in 1693:
Lord Lucan followed after, with his slashers
brave and true.
And now the doleful Keen is raised- "What will
poor Ireland do?
(Qtd.in Hayes 207)
Both ballads continue the image of "sick Eire",
and the

Treaty Stone of Limerick reinforces the image of Ireland
betrayed.

Labelled

a

traditional dirge in an 1853 biography of

Sarsfield published by the Dublin University Magazine, the

following brief stanza continues the mood of sadness:
0 Patrick Sarsfield, Ireland's Wonder
Who fought in the fields like Heaven's thunder.

One of King James's chief commanders.
Now lies the food of crows in Flanders.
Och hone, Och hone.
"Patrick Sarsfield Earl of Lucan;
A Biography"
509)
(

The Royal Blackbird, by contrast,

is a non-Sarsf ield

ballad; considered one of the most beautiful of Jacobite

ballads, the text praises King James, Faolain notes that
the "blackbird metaphor was used by the Jacobite Irish to

represent both Stuart pretenders" (206).

Zimmerman argues

that the motif of the blackbird is used in many nations as
a symbol for

"lost or encaged lovers" and that the

political ballads of the blackbird type are derived from
love songs (57).

This English language ballad, which has

five to six stansas

,

received its inspiration from the

1715 Jacobite rising in Scotland.

Upon a fine morning for soft recreation,
1 heard a fair damsel making much moan.
Sighing and sobbing with sad lamentation
And saying: My blackbird most royal has flown;
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My thoughts they deceive me,
Reflection it grieves me.
And I'm overburdened with sad misery.
But if death should bind me.
As true love inclines me,
I'll seek out my blackbird wherever he be
(Qtd. in Galvin 16-7; Zimmerman 119-20)
As with the Sarsfield ballads, this song
evokes sadness

tinged with hope that somewhere a redeemer waits
to be

called upon to rescue Ireland.

In latter works,

Sarsfield

will be transformed into the redeemer figure.

Later ballads continue these themes of sadness,
betrayal, and redemption.

From the 1850s comes McKenna's

Dream, a ballad which Zimmerman claims "was for a long

time one of the favourite broadside ballads in Ireland"
(250).

This is one of the many Irish ballads which was

banned and for which one could be arrested if one were
caught singing it.

McKenna's Dream, composed of twelve

stanzas in English, compiles Irish heroes from Brian Boru
to the "Men of '98".

Sarsfield is described in the third

stanza as follows:
thought brave Sarsfield drew up nigh.
And presently made this reply;
For Erin's cause I'll live and die.
As thousands did before.
My sword again on Aughrim's plain
Old Erin's rights shall obtain.
Or if not, like Hercules, I'll leave
Thousands in their gore.
(Zimmerman 250-52; McCarthy, ed. 3296-3298A)
I

The title of the ballad, McKenna

's

Dream, alludes to a

hope for the present or future in Ireland, that the

country might one day see again men such as Brian Boru, or

151

Sarsfield, or the Wexford boys of 1798.

According to the

ballad, these heroes drove the enemy away
and restored
liberty to Ireland.
Given the lingering effects of the
Great Famine and the nationalist mood as
evidenced in the

Young Ireland movement and the Fenians, it is
no wonder
that McKenna's Dream proved itself so popular.
An undated manuscript in the National Library of
Ireland,
4638,

listed in the source catalogue as "farafield" MS

is a dreadful poem about Sarsfield.

of the poem reads:

'"Lines

The dedication

especially written for the

forthcoming Sarsfield demonstrations in Limerick, by
Eugene Davis".

Though

I

have yet to place the actual

demonstrations for which this poem was written, as early
as 1830 in Limerick plans were being made for a memorial

statue to commemorate Sarsfield.

It would take until 1881

for the statue to finally be erected.

The date given for

the poem in Manuscript Sources for the History of Irish

Civilization is "Late 19thc?".

It is therefore probable

that the poem was written for the 1881 celebrations

associated with the dedication of Sarsfield 's statue.

manuscript itself is illegible in places but because of
its importance

I

have edited the complete text of this

poem below.
I.

'Mid the peers of his day in this land
he was peerless:
A frame of wrought iron, and
sinews of steel;
A soul in its grandeur unshrinkly

fearless

The

152

Yet a pulse that could quickenA heart that could feel!
His fame and his glory
Shall live in our story
Long-long as the sunlight lies glassed
On the mainthe chief, who with daring.
And courage unsparing.
Lit the fuse that flashed death
On the Williamite train!
II.

flanked by his true men, and .just
with his cannon.
He championed a cause that for
ages was banned:
Lo! he fought to the end on the banks
of the Shannon
for faith and for freedom, for home
and for land:
0 knight of the bold time!
proud son of the old time
When laurels were won by the Swords
Of the trueOf the soul who'd ne'er waver,
there never was braver.
Nor better, nor noble, O'Sarsfield,
Than you!
Oh,

III.

Let the light from the records of Erin
fall grand on
that moment of pain, when you tearfully said.
While the shot and the shell rained
around you at Landen,
"Would to God that this blood for
Old Ireland were shed!
Oh the cause that you fought for
And suffered, and wrought for
Can never be doomed to despair or decay
So long as it rallies
From mountains and valleys
A thousand who'd die as you died
on that day
,

.

The inscription on the pedestal of the statue, offers

insight into the motive behind the poem:

Underlined words are my readings for the illegible
words in the manuscript.
2.
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To commemorate the indomitable energy and
stainless honour of General Patrick Sarsfield,
Earl of Lucan, the heroic defender of Limerick
during the Sieges of 1690 and 1691: Died from
the effects of wounds received in the Battle
of
Landen, 1693.
In his verse Davis has utilized the themes that
constitute

the ideal traits of an Irish martyr:

Courage, honest,

devotion to "faith, freedom, home and land" (the sacred
cause), honor, and redemption.

Though the Irish wore white emblems and the English
wore green during the Williamite wars, the following "late

nineteenth century" ballad transfers the nationalist Green
back to the Williamite era.

The ballad, by Arthur Gerald

Geohegan, was printed in the Irish Monthly.

"Kathleen"

stands as a metaphor for Ireland^.
Do you remember long ago, Kathleen?
When your lover whispered low,
"Shall I stay or shall I go, Kathleen?"
And you proudly answered, "Go!"
Join King James and strike a blow
For the Green.

Mavrone ! Your hair is white as snow, Kathleen,
Your heart is sad and full of woe,
Do you repent you bade him go, Kathleen?
And she proudly answered, "No!
Far better to die with Sarsfield so
Than live a life without a blow
For the Green.
Faolain 198
.

.

(

Unlike the lady in The Royal Blackbird, in this short

ballad Kathleen is proud that her lover died for Ireland.
These selections of ballads show a progression in

mindset from a wistful regret that Ireland has been
The use of Kathleen as a metaphor for Ireland will be
examined in the next chapter.

3.
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defeated to a positive and powerful pronouncement
that the
glory and honor of Ireland will be saved by men who

pattern themselves after Irish heroes, such as Sarsfield.
Death is a constant in the ballads, as all the men who do
leave to strike a blow for Ireland are killed.

Biographi PR
The biographies of Sarsfield, many appearing in

periodical publications, expand on the themes expressed in
ballads.

Sarsfield-

The authors are one in their praise of

Unlike the contemporary historical accounts of

the war period, there is no attempt to promote another

figure, such as Tyrconnell, as hero/martyr.

James II is

forever Seamus an Chaca, James "the shit-head" as is

proclaimed on souvenir coins minted after his flight
B.

(P.

Ellis 151); Tyrconnell is represented as an old

enfeebled shifty man who kept Sarsfield from power.

The

following stories, presented in chronological order, are

representative of their period.

Each historical period

utilizes and fashions Sarsfield to fit its own needs.

As

seen in the previous chapter, the nineteenth century was a

mixture of constitutional and revolutionary movements, and
the tension created from this division led to the need

felt by some people to invoke the ideal of a hero and

martyr to further the political cause.

Whether as a

reaction to O'Connell^s pacifist tendencies, or to Young
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Ireland, or to the Fenians, or to Parnell, or
to the

Literary Renaissance, the writings progress to an
emphatic
portrayal of Sarsfield as honorable and Ireland's cause
as
a sacred one.

"Patrick Sarsfield Earl of Lucan;

A Biography",

appeared in November 1853 in the Dublin University
Magazine, which was published from 1833 to 1877.

Founded

by "a group of young Tory dons and students at Trinity

College, Dublin" (A. Sullivan 119), the magazine

determined to be "a truly Irish magazine"
120).

(A.

Sullivan

In the 1840s, under the leadership of John Francis

Waller, the magazine began publishing a series of

biographical portraits of famous Irishmen.

The anonymous

twenty-four page Sarsfield biography appeared in 1853,
while effects of the Great Famine lingered; there was a

political atmosphere of support for revolutionaries.

The

article contains only glorious praise for Sarsfield while

dismissing his rivals.

A detailed examination of the

article illuminates many of the "necessary" traits for

martyrs in Ireland in the 1850s
in his
The fearless and irreproachable knight
public actions firm and consistent, in his
private character amiable and unblemished.
Amongst the unlettered peasants of the western
counties ... his memory is still fresh, and his
They talk of him
name familiar in their mouths.
as if he died yesterday, and had belonged to
Ballads in his praise and
their own generation.
traditions of his prowess may be picked up in
This is immortality of a
every village.
different cast from that transmitted by the
pages of the historian, but quite as genuine,
and often founded on more solid pretensions.
:
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Sarsfield Earl of Lucan;

A Biography""

The indication of the passage is that oral
tradition

survives and with it the images of folk heroes, real
or
imagined.

The article states that "Sarsfield is the most

popular hero of his country", which indicates that the

development of the legend of Tone had yet to take hold.
The article equates the image of Sarsfield with a

romanticized image of the Irish race.

The following

passage is quoted at length, for it is an excellent
example of the writings which attempt to prove, through
the use of genealogy, a continuity with the past.

An

unbroken connection with a world presented as honorable
and glorious provides readers with an awareness of their

present situation and a hope of restoring the honor which
is rightfully theirs.

The passage reads:

The family of Sarsfield is both ancient and
noble.
Birth, and ancestry, and what we
have not ourselves achieved, we can scarcely
call our own.
The sentiment contains a just
rebuke to empty pride unsustained by personal
merit; but as good blood manifests itself in the
higher animals, so is it something in man, and
not to be undervalued, if, as it ought, and
often does, it acts as an incentive to
virtue, and as a rampart in defense of
integrity.
In the "History of Gloucestershire"
by Sir Robert Atkins, it is observed that "a
genealogical account of families has its
peculiar use
it stimulates and excites
the brave to imitate the generous actions of
their ancestors, and it shames the debauched and
reprobate, both in the eyes of others and their
own breasts, when they consider how they have
The passage is quoted by Lodge in
degenerated.
his "Peerage of Ireland," with this addition:
'the pedigrees of ancient houses, historically
deduced, recall the memory of past ages, and
.

.

.

:
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afford a way to all more immediately concerned
of conversing with their deceased ancestors,
and
becoming acquainted with the virtues and
honorable transactions of their own families,
which are thus preserved from oblivion, and
transmitted to them and their posterity for
imitation'.
("Patrick Sarsfield Earl of LucanA Biography" 510)
We shall examine the use of genealogy in the following

chapter and show that, indeed, the use of genealogy is
another way to "converse with deceased ancestors." This
passage is important for its emphasis on the virtue of
"good blood" and defense of integrity.

These traits,

constantly repeated through the use of genealogy,
encourage men to imitate their "ancestors", the heroes and

martyrs of Ireland.

As noted previously, imitation and

repetition are essential in developing a pattern of
martyrdom.

This biography of Sarsfield blames the prevalent
internal dissension in Irish ranks as the major cause for
the Irish losing the war.

Referring to Voltaire's comment

that the Irish "fight shamefully at home", the article

states:

"We may wonder that they fought at all.

This

...

constant issue of disaster is less to be attributed to the
want of courage than to the absence of unanimity

—a

fatal

and unerring cause of failure" ("Patrick Sarsfield Earl of
Lucan; A Biography" 511).

To emphasize their message, the

magazine's editors reprint the 1691 ballad "A Farewell to
Patrick Sarsfield."

Differing from the traditional

translation of the ballad, this 1853 version reads as
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follows
I'll journey to the North, over mount, moor
and
wave-'Twas there I first beheld, drawn up in file
and line,
The brilliant Irish hosts— they were bravest of
the brave
But, ochone! they scorned to combine.
("Patrick
Sarsfield Earl of Lucan; A Biography" 511)

Whereas the traditional version is a lament on the loss
of
men such as Sarsfield, this 1853 version portrays the
internal divisions as more damaging than the loss of men.
The animosities reported to have existed among the

Irish leaders were, according to the article, the result
of character faults in all but Sarsfield.

dismissed with the following words:

James II is

"Blind, unmitigated

bigotry was too inherent in his nature, and quite unfitted
him for the task he had undertaken" ("Patrick Sarsfield
Earl of Lucan; A Biography" 512).
is likewise degraded:

very doubtful character

Tyrconnell's character

"the Lord Lieutenant, was a man of

...

He always advocated pacific

measures, secretly corresponding with William.

.

."

("Patrick Sarsfield Earl of Lucan; A Biography" 513)4.
The report of Tyrconnell's death reads:

"he was old,

corpulent, and inert, broken in constitution and enfeebled
in mind.

.

.

.

They buried him in the cathedral, but no

stone or memorial marks the spot where his remains moulder
in obscurity"

("Patrick Sarsfield Earl of Lucan; A

The later statement refers to Tyrconnell's support for
peace during the first siege of Limerick.
4.
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Biography" 528).

The growing popularity in Ireland in
the

1850s belonged to the revolutionary nationalist
groups

such as the Fenians.

Pacifism, O'Connell's tool, could

not be tolerated; therefore, Tyrconnell is
dismissed as
one who advocated pacific measures.

Though religious ideology was a negligible factor in
the 1688-91 war, sectarianism had developed in
Ireland by

1853 and, therefore, the author(s) of this article could

but find it also a factor in the 1690s:

"the condition of

Ireland at this time was truly lamentable

—a

sad

consequence of divided politics and religious separation
'the madness of many' as has been justly observed,

the gain of a few'"

Biography" 523).
for the 1850s.

'for

("Patrick Sarsfield Earl of Lucan; A

This particular quote was just as apt
As noted in the previous chapter, there

were deep internal divisions in Ireland between Protestant
and Catholic ideology, and perceived ideology, both

religious and political, of the two main groups.

According to this account, Sarsfield 's lack of
participation in both the battles of the Boyne and Aughrim
stems from the jealousy toward Sarsfield that both

Tyrconnell and St. Ruth were said to have possessed.

The

article is careful to refrain from suggesting that

Sarsfield himself might not have been immune to such
feelings:

"his high character and stainless honor place

him above the suspicion of encouraging mutiny, or unlawful
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procedure" ("Patrick Sarsfield Earl of Lucan; A
Biography"
527).

Concerning the battle of the Boyne and its

reputation as the decisive battle, the magazine captures
the popular image with the following words:

"The military

skill on both sides lay within a very narrow compass.

On

the one hand,

in

it was deficient in vigor;

on the other,

everything" ("Patrick Sarsfield Earl of Lucan; A

Biography" 515).

Sarsfield now has become a man "above

suspicion" of any negative character.

His honor and

character prevented him, according to the article, of

encouraging mutiny, and yet the ideology of martyrdom is

utilized to justify the very acts which the 1853 Sarsfield
is said to be incapable of committing.

Even in the area of administration, where

contemporary historical show that Sarsfield was close to

being inept, he is forgiven his faults:
Sarsfield issued many clashing orders, which
interfered with the civil as well as the
military government; for, though he undoubtedly
meant well, he was so easy of temper that he was
unable to say no to a suitor, or refrain from
signing any paper that was brought before him.
If this be true
it must be admitted that his
talents for legislation were not equal to his
abilities in the field.
("Patrick Sarsfield
Earl of Lucan; A Biography" 522)
,

The success of Sarsfield 's Ride prompted the author
to note that "one bold success will gain more admirers and

adherents than twenty scientific failures"

Sarsfield Earl of Lucan; A Biography" 520).
it began,

(

"Patrick
And to end as

the biography returns to Sarsfield 's character
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to explain that his signing of
the infamous Treaty of

Limerick was not for any personal gain:

"Sarsfield

...gave up everything, when he might have
retained all,
and obtained indemnities for others which
he scorned to
take advantage of for himself ("Patrick
Sarsfield Earl of
Lucan; A Biography" 529).

Though not a biography, Maurice Lenihan's 1866

History of Limerick is

a

"must" for information about

Sarsfield and the development of his legend.

Still

considered a classic study, Lenihan's book is a local
history of Limerick.

He is concerned with Sarsfield only

in relation to the events in Limerick City.

Limerick

prides itself on the courage and bravery shown by its

citizens during the War of the Two Kings, so it is no
surprise that Sarsfield should stand as a symbol of the
spirit of the city in local history.

Lenihan's work

continues in the vein of the Dublin University Magazine.
Lenihan writes that it was Sarsfield alone who kept alive
the spirit of the town during the sieges:

"the soul of

the defenders was Patrick Sarsfield; he cheered the faint-

hearted, infused spirit into, and gave hope to all

...

Sarsfield was everywhere giving further evidence of his

military genius" (239).

Lenihan argues that far from

being an attempt to slow William Ill's approach to
Limerick, Sarsfield planned that the raid should decide
the fate of the campaign.

He writes,

"now everything was
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in readiness to make the grand
stroke on which Sarsfield
had set his heart, and which was ready
to decide the fate
of the campaign, as he had anticipated
it would..." (232).

The circumstances surrounding the
Flight of the Wild
Geese afforded Lenihan the opportunity to
write one of the
most romantic descriptions of the exile.
He notes that
almost everyone at the docks was in tears:
"Even Ginkle's
[sic] hardened warriors afforded them a
parting sigh as

they looked for the last time on the walls of
Limerick"
(277).

And he concludes:
A dream occupied the minds of these noble men
that they would again see the homes of their
deepest affections, and rejoice in the restored
liberties of their country. Alas! it was but a
dream.
Gloomier days were in store for Ireland,
and the wail of grief, which was heard from
mountain and valley when they went, was
expressed by bard and poet in hearttouching verses.
(279)
.

.

.

Lenihan is one of the few authors who comments on the

broken Treaty of Limerick.

He declares that "not only did

they not obtain the advantages which heroism, constancy
and valor, such as theirs should have commanded, but they

were betrayed and sold, and treated with a treachery

unparalleled in the annals of history" (285).

His

conclusion regarding Sarsfield is that "never was there a
purer patriot, a nobler spirit, a more thoroughly devoted
soul than Patrick Sarsfield" (235).

Lenihan laments:

On Sarsfield 's death

"...on the fatal field of Landen the

immortal Patrick Sarsfield gave out his life blood,

exclaiming

'0 that

this were shed for Ireland'" (286)!
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Tradition records the tale of the Treaty
Stone.
the Stone Lenihan writes:

Of

The treaty is said to have been signed
at or
near the Red Gate, within a mile of the
city at
the Clare side.
Tradition does not admit that
It was signed on what has been called
the
Treaty Stone", which has occupied a place
on
the North side of Thomond Bridge for many
years
and which was originally a stone, used by
country people for getting on horses when
leaving town.
(271n)

The stone still today rests in its place of honor.

Lenihan 's popular study of Limerick emphasizes again
the heroism and glory of Sarsfield.

Sarsfield has now

emerged as one who planned the success of the Raid on

William's siege train.

Perhaps more importantly, Lenihan

describes the Irish soldiers as being "betrayed and sold"
by the Treaty of Limerick, a sentiment which would echo
the contemporary feeling of those Irish who felt that the

English had recently betrayed them during the Great
Famine.

Despite Lenihan 's argument that the Treaty of

Limerick was not signed on the Treaty Stone, the popular
impression to this day holds the contrary view.

The

continual presence of the Stone as a monument in Limerick
reminds those who pass by not only of the war, but the
sacrifice of the people of Limerick.
John DeCourey MacDonnell's Life of Patrick Sarsfield,
Earl of Lucan (NLI I92S1), published in Limerick, does not

contain a publication date.

The tone of the biography, is
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similar bo the above works.

The work does, however,

contain a discussion ol the Sarsfield Memorial

in

Limerick, which as has already been noted, was not

completed until 1877; therefore we can safely assign
MacDonnell a date after Lenihan.
MacDonnell continues the trend of promoting the glory
of Sarsfield at the expense of James

MacDonnell asserts:

II

and TyrconneU,

"It would be impossible to imagine a

man less suited to be the leader of a desperate
enterprise, than was James.

While affairs of the utmost

moment lay undecided, he occupied himself with
trifles..-." (18).

MacDonnell utilizes the story of the

raid to emphasize the honor and patriotism of Sarsfield
and the incompetence of everyone else

The success of this enterprise added new
strength to the hopes of the Irish.
Sarsfield
had long held the first place in the affection
of the soldiery.
His bravery and his prudence,
the skill with which he planned the movements of
his troops, and the success which attended his
efforts, became the more apparent when
contrasted with the weakness and irresolution of
Tyrconnell, and the boyish carelessness and
recklessness of Berwick. The people placed no
bounds to the expressions of the ir joy on his
return to Limerick.
All, even his most
bitter enemies joined in the celebration of his
triumph
From th is momen t his 1 ightest word
became law with the I r ish officers and men
alike; but, though surrounded by sycophants and
flatters, he did not permit himself to be led
His good sense showed him the danger of
astray.
dissension amongst the leaders of a desperate
cause.
(47)
,

.

,

Sarsfield's glory, as implied by MacDonnell, lay
success.

in his

He was the only Irish leader who could claim any
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vestiges of success during the war.

James II had fled,

Tyrconnell was of weak character, and Berwick was
naive
and reckless.
Yet even in his glory, MacDonnell presents
us with a man who was modest and determined to
unite the

Irish people.

MacDonnell gives an account of Sarsfield pleading

with St. Ruth not to plan a battle against the Williamite
forces.

Not even Wauchope alludes to the possibility that

Sarsfield had tried to prevent the battle of Aughrim.

MacDonnell writes:

"Sarsfield, dear as he held the honor

of his flag, held the safety of his country still more
dear, and he entreated Saint Ruth not to try the terrible

hazard of a pitched battle against superior forces" (67).
He adds that St. Ruth was jealous of Sarsfield, having

realized "that whoever was the nominal commander-in-chief,
the real control of the army lay in Sarsfield 's hands"

As MacDonnell develops his version of Sarsfield, we

(68).

see a man who was successful, but who did not risk all for
the glory of victory.

His country, not his ego, was of

foremost importance for Sarsfield.

And yet again,

Sarsfield was defeated by lesser mortals who did not

understand his devotion to Ireland.
In a rather windy but romantic passage MacDonnell

summarizes the traditional feelings concerning Sarsfield 's
death:
The news of his death was received in Ireland
with a sorrow rendered all the more bitter by
the thought that he had fallen in a foreign
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country fighting for a foreign cause. The
feelings which it awoke have not yet been
allayed; and his memory is to-day as fresh in
the country which he loved so well, as it was
when the white sails of the transport ships
which bore the Irish volunteers to France
could yet be seen from the heights of
Queenstown.
His daring and his resolute
bravery, his truth and his unselfish patriotism,
are still looked upon by the Irish as the type
of all that is highest and noblest in the
character of their race. His fame handed down
in song and story from generation to generation,
has acquired something of that of a legendary
hero, but not the less does it rest upon a solid
foundation.
Throughout the Irish war, from the
time of departure of Rosen, he was the only
general in James' army with sufficient
knowledge of warfare and skill in generalship to
direct a campaign successfully.
The reverses
and the defeats which the Irish sustained were
brought upon them by the rejection of his oftentendered advice. Almost every victory which
they gained was won under his command
Limerick, Connaught
The only errors he
committed were caused by the loyalty and
truthfulness of his nature, which led him to
value all with whom he came in contact at his
own high standard of honor.
His son
inherited nothing from him save his empty title
and his glorious name.
(102-03)
.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

What had been implied by other authors is stated

categorically by MacDonnell.

Sarsfield represents "all

that is highest and noblest in the character" of the Irish
race.

His image is one for all to aspire to:

honor,

selflessness, devotion, and glory, and, of course, death.
A similar type of devotion to Sarsfield was expressed

by J. Murphy, who published two biographical articles on
Sarsfield.

The first,

"Sarsfield", appeared in the Irish

Ecclesiastical Record in 1886.

The second,

"Sarsfield and

his times", published in the Journal of the Ivernian
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Society, appeared in 1910, by which time Murphy
had become

the Very Reverend Canon Murphy.

The only noticeable

difference between the two works is that the 1910 article,

while containing the same information, reads as if it
were
a sermon.

Passages such as the following are typical of

Murphy's 1910 study:
Though religion entered very largely into the
quarrel of that time, it was not by any means
the principal element in that quarrel.
The
struggle was mainly for the "loaves and fishes"
and religion was merely made a pretext by knaves
who did not look beyond this world for their
reward.
At this distance of time we can look
back on those scenes freed from the prejudices
and passions that swayed the actors in them.
("Sarsfield and his times" 198-99)

Murphy's 1886 biography was published in the critical
year of the Irish Home Rule Movement.

As noted in Chapter

III, Home Rule envisioned a domestic parliament for

Ireland, not separation from England.

Thus, at the same

time the Irish were attempting to refute stereotypes of

their race as being barbaric and lazy and to prove their

worthiness for self-government. Murphy stresses in his
works the "honor" of the Irish race.

When his second

article appeared in 1910, the same political atmosphere
dominated, with Home Rule once again the crucial topic

between England and Ireland.
In his 1886 portrayal of Sarsfield, Murphy utilizes

genealogy to establish the connection to the imagined
glories of an Irish past:
Sarsfield is. .. destined to live in the
affections of his countrj/Tnen as long as Irishmen
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have hearts to feel.
mother of our
Sarsfield was a daughter of the celebrated Irish
Chieftain, Rory O'Hoore, a man who ruled like a
king in a great part of Carlow, Queen's county
and Kildare.,.He grew up to manhood a devoted
Catholic; spoke the fine old language of his
country.
("Sarsfield" 836-37)
.

.

.

,

.

.

Of the animosities among Sarsfield, Tyrconnell and
St.

Ruth, Murphy agrees with previous biographers that

Jealousy kept Sarsfield from his rightful place as leader.

Murphy comments:

"They [the soldiers] saw that to gratify

the jealousy of his [James's] pet generals, Sarsfield, the
idol of the whole army, was kept in an inferior command"
(877).

Discussing Tyrconnell

's

death, Murphy writes:

On the 14th August, 1691, Tyrconnell died, and
the loss to Ireland was small indeed.
For he
was the one man whose jealousy had all along
pursued Sarsfield, and kept that brave soldier
in secondary positions, though on every just and
reasonable title he should have been among the
first.
Were it not for him Sarsfield would have
had supreme command of the Irish Army, and the
saddest pages of Ireland's history would never
have been written.
("Sarsfield" 971)

Had Tyrconnell not interfered, Sarsfield, according to
Murphy, would have led the Irish to overall victory^

Murphy claims that the Irish fought in the War not to
restore James to the English throne, which they knew was

impossible

,

but to make

"

Ireland an independent kingdom

under a Catholic king--James"

(

"Sarsfield" 839

)

.

He

concludes his 1886 work by offering his opinion of what

would have occurred had Sarsfield elected to remain in
Ireland
And hence had Sarsf ield remained at home he
might like so many other brave and faithful

169

Irishmen have 'ornamented' a scaffold, for he
loved Ireland too well to submit to the yoke
of
her oppressors, and Tis treason to love her
and death to defend".
" Sarsf ield"
986)
'

(

Murphy's Sarsf ield assumes the role of a savior
figure.

Sarsfield's willingness, almost determination, to

die for Ireland rather than submit to tyranny are the

chief characteristics of the image.
John Todhunter's 1895 Life of Patrick
most representative of its age.

Saz^s field is

The Literary Renaissance

was in part an effort by the Irish to refute the English

stereotypes of them as barbaric, lazy, selfish, and so
forth, as we have already seen.

In this context,

Sarsfield is again presented as the image of Ireland:
"...his memory is revered wherever his deeds are known,
and patriotism and valor are prized.

Struggling under

immense difficulties, and twarted at every turn by

incompetent superiors, he redeemed the honor of his
country, and vindicated the gallantry of his race"

(preface )

Emphasizing that no one else from the war period
could lay claim to the status of martyr, Todhunter argues
that Sarsfield "was, indeed, as no other soldier of King

James was, an animating spirit, a flame of genuine

unselfish valour and enthusiasm.
his country.

He never despaired of

This is his claim to immortality in the

hearts of his countrymen" (2-3).

Underscoring the message

that only Sarsfield fought for Ireland, Todhunter writes.
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"D'Avaux, played for the establishment of a
Catholic
Ireland, separate from England and protected
by France.

Tyrconnell was really an opportunist, with a
his own estates and his personal

vision of

aggrandisement in the

background of his policy" (30).
Though many accounts of Sarsfield's raid ignore the
stories of a massacre of women and children in the enemy
camp, Todhunter allows the incident into his tale.

Quoting Colonel Parker, Todhunter writes:
One of William's own officers exonerates
Sarsfield from blame in the manner. We cannot
suppose that so gallant a man as Sarsfield was,
could be guilty of giving such orders; it is
rather to be presumed that in such a juncture he
could not restrain the natural barbarity of his
men.
(20)

Once again there is the implication that the Irish are a

barbaric race.

Sarsfield, however, seems exempt from the

label of barbarian.

In this particular instance,

intent

on refuting any blame attached to Sarsfield for the

massacres, Todhunter does not rebut Parker's comment.
is interesting to note that Parker,

It

a Williamite and an

Englishman, does not classify Sarsfield with the other
"barbaric" Irishmen.

Todhunter

's

biography contains the most detailed

description of Sarsfield's death:
Sarsfield was
struck by a musket ball in
As he lay on the ground
the breast, and fell.
he is said to have put his hand to his wound,
and, seeing it covered with blood, exclaimed:
'Would to God this were shed for Ireland! '.
He was carried from the field to the village of
Huy, where he died in a few days, of the fever
.

.

.

.

.
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induced by his wound.
He was, no doubt, buried
there, but no stone marks his grave".
(202)
By the time Todhunter's Sarsfield appears,
Sarsfield

has become an extremely highly-charged figure.

With

Todhunter's addition to the image, Sarsfield is placed
on
a different level from all other persons of his
period.

He is so "sacred" that is has become safe to mention

disagreeable stories, for the audience knows that
Sarsfield could not have been responsible nor could he
have condoned such atrocities.

Denis Gwynn's biographical article "Sarsfield" formed
part of a work titled Studies in Irish History, 1649-1775,

published in London in 1903.

Gwynn, himself an historian,

wrote several studies on Ireland.

"Sarsfield" is a

curious work, for at times the tone is more moderate than

previous works and in other sections Gwynn reverts to

hagiographic style.

The hagiography can be viewed in the

following section from Gwynn:
We do not speak of the later names,.
Wolfe
Tone, Emmet,
.whose forlorn hope was quenched
almost before it kindled.
These men belong to a
separate category.
They were and this is no
time to discuss their justification rebels
against an established order; Sarsfield was in
reality the last of those who strove against its
establishment; who fought for Ireland against
England more or less on equal terms.
Still, perhaps, the main reason why Sarsfield is
held so high as a hero by the Irish is that he
never compromised; he never accepted defeat, and
the position of inferiority, ... he fought not
He could have
for himself but for Ireland.
secured his lands and a title from William.
He fought for a principle.
(254; 283)
.

.

.

.

.

,

—

—

.
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Gwynn's passage reinforces the idea
that Sarsfield
comprises a distinct type of hero/martyr
from

that of a

Tone or Pearse

Gwynn correctly notes that Sarsfield
was
the last of the Irish heroes to try
to preserve a semi.

independent and whole Ireland against England.

Gwynn's opinion of the raid concurs with
that of
current scholars. He argues that the Ride

"was the feat

of a dashing officer, not of a great general"
(267).

Gwynn is also the only author who refutes the
reports of
jealousy between Sarsfield and St. Ruth, claiming
"there

is no evidence that Sarsfield was jealous that
a Frenchman

should be put over his head..." (267).

As he is not

completely besotted with Sarsfield, Gwynn is able to
observe
But is it not among the strangest things in
history that his man, who stands to Ireland for
the very ideal of the Irish soldier-patriot,
should have been present at the two decisive
battles in Ireland's last struggle, and struck a
blow in neither, at least till the day was lost?
Of his courage there is no question.
But the
tragic thing, for Irish readers at least, is
that his courage and his ability were always
denied the opportunity to be employed to their
uttermost in the service of Ireland.
(279)
.

.

Gwynn's Sarsfield is so much in command that he is no
longer capable of the emotion of jealousy.

Gwynn

describes the traditional version of Sarsfield 's death as
follows:

"The tall Irishman in hie gorgeous marshal's

uniform, lying there on the field of Landen, and, as he

looked at the lifeblood flowing, muttering to himself,
'Would to God this were for Ireland'" (282).
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Gwynn presents us with a Sarsfield full
of
contradictions.

He is, as always, honorable, but
his

success in the Raid is not credited to
his intelligence,
but to his luck.
Sarsfield himself was not jealous of
other commanders, yet jealousy and bickering
led to the

defeat at Aughrim.

Still, the "sacred image" of Sarsfield

is maintained as Gwynn allows that Sarsfield
fought not

for himself but for Ireland, for "a principle,"
and the

greatest tragedy is not being able to serve Ireland.

William Moran's 1909 Life of Patrick Sarsfield
appeared in a Catholic Truth Society pamphlet.

The

Society was one of the early twentieth-century societies

which emerged in Ireland dedicated to preserving its own
definition of morality in Ireland.

Moran's

characterization of Sarsfield gives us a man who
sacrificed all for his country.

Declaring that Sarsfield

held the highest place in the affections of the Irish
people, Moran comments:

Many of the Ulster chiefs were at least his
equals in courage and ability, and still we
scarcely hear so much about them as we hear
about Sarsfield. The reason is that.
with
the exception of Owen Roe, they fought primarily
for their lands and principalities; Sarsfield,
on the other hand, sacrificed his lands to fight
.

for Ireland".

.

(63)

Moran mentions Sarsfield 's early life and comments on
Sarsfield 's propensity to engage in dueling:
We need hardly wonder that Sarsfield was tempted
to fight a duel: his physical constitution was
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such as was calculated to secure him victory
in
single combat; he was in personal appearance,
of
a tall and manly figure, and his courage
and'
ability were likely to turn his great strength
to the best advantage.
(5)

Moran's account furthers MacDonnell's argument that
Sarsfield's attempted to prevent Irish losses.

Moran

insists that Sarsfield was against fighting a battle at
the Boyne, and later against the battle at Aughrim.

Fortunately for the writers, we have no records from

Sarsfield himself recording his thoughts.

It is rather

amusing, however, that Sarsfield is recorded to have

opposed every battle that the Irish lost.
Moran is the only author to make a direct reference
to the stories of women and children drowning as they

clung to the soldiers as the boats set sail for exile at
the end of the war.

In removing any blame from Sarsfield,

Moran insists that "many English historians, in accordance
with their usual manner of writing Irish history, set down
Sarsfield as the cause of the heart-rendering scene that
took place" (40).

Much as Todhunter removed blame from

Sarsfield for the massacres during the Raid, Moran
releases him from any responsibility for those drowned.
For Moran, there is a strong feeling that Ireland had been

betrayed with the broken Treaty of Limerick.
writes:

Moran

"The story of the violation of the Treaty of

Limerick fills one of the saddest pages of Irish history,
and one of the blackest in the history of England" (87).
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Moran records Sarsfield's death scene thus:
Sarsfield fell in the arms of victory, but he
lived to see the triumph of his army.
'Before
he fell,' says John Mitchell, 'he could
see the
standard of England swept along by the tide of
the headlong flight, or trailing in the muddy
waters of the Gette—he could see the scarlet
ranks that he had once hurled back from the
ramparts of Limerick, now rent and riven, fast
falling in their wild flight, while there was
sent pealing after them the vengeful shout
Remember Limerick'.
(43)

Moran 's work reinforces the idea of a total sacrifice of

property and life for Ireland.

The stories of Sarsfield's

early duels are reminiscent of the motif of single combat,

which will be discussed in a later chapter.

Moran also

specifies that even though Sarsfield died at Landen, his
troops were victorious.

A dying Sarsfield had achieved a

victory over the English.
The lasting power of the symbols of the Williamite

wars is captured by a modern-day Limerick publication. The
pamphlet contains the following:
Sarsfield's ride also recalls "The Siege of
Limerick', "Ballyneety "
"The Broken Treaty",
The Wild Geese", and "Remember Limerick".
In
Limerick these are more than words, they are in
fact reminders of a spirit which has kept people
alive in dark and evil days and have given
soldiers the confidence and courage to fight
oppression.
(3)
,

Other Works on Sarsfield
A central work from the Revival period that reveals

the growth of the legend of Sarsfield, also has the

distinction of being authored by a member of the Literary
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Revival.

The White Cockade by Lady Augusta
Gregory is a
three-act comedic play which details
James's attempts
to

flee Ireland after the battle of
the Boyne.

Lady Gregory

(1852-1932) was a co-founder of the Abbey
Theatre Company
and had many of her plays produced
at the Abbey Theatre.
In The White Cockade Sarsfield is
presented as the savior
figure.
Ireland, of course, is represented by the
Old
Lady.

The flavor of the play is illustrated by
the scene in
act I at an Inn kitchen in at Duncannon.
Owen Kelleher,
son of the innkeeper,

is talking of fighters and the

glories of the past.

Into the kitchen comes the Old Lady,

who receives a warm welcome.
through Charles;

I

She remarks "I lost all

will get all back through James" (133).

Mrs. Kelleher cares not for James or William, only for
her
land.

In discussions with the Old Woman,

long as we get it [the land],

King brings it" (134).

I

she claims,

"So

wouldn't much mind what

The Old Lady encourages Owen to

take up the white cockade and strike a blow for the King.
Mrs. Kelleher, exclaiming that she has only one son and

does not wish him dead, refuses to let Owen leave. The Old
Lady cries,

"Our King has no son; he has false daughters.

We must give our sons to the King" (135).

As the debate

continues, Mr. Kelleher enters with news that James has

achieved victory at the Boyne.

He also describes

Sarsfield fighting in the battle.

The first act ends with

Mrs. Kelleher questioning the validity of the story.
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Act II commences in the woods,
with James sitting on
a camp stool, surrounded by an
aide and Sarsfield.

Sarsfield is attempting to gain the
King's attention long
enough to show him how the Irish
could regain
the

offensive at Limerick, following the
defeat at the Boyne.
James, however, is too concerned with
the stability

of the

camp stool to pay attention to Sarsfield
's military
strategy!
When he finally listens, James fears for
his
life.

Sarsfield entreats the King not to think of
danger,
but James is a coward:
"If there is another battle...!

would prefer to be elsewhere.

It is all very well for

those who have a taste for fighting.

myself-when

I

was a boy.

I

had it once

But it has gone from me now with

the taste for green apples" (142).

As James is fearing

for his life, Owen comes along, looking for soldiers.

He

does not recognize James as the King, though he reassures

James that if the King should come, he would be known.

In

response to how, Owen answers, "He is well known by the
songs" (144).

The song Owen sings is one of the bravery

and beauty of the King.

Owen leaves, with assurances that

if the King arrives, candles would light every window.

With the return of Sarsfield, James announces that he will
be leaving for France and not continuing the war in
Ireland.

Sarsfield accuses James of betraying Ireland.

Before the argument can continue, Williamite troops are

heard in the distance, and the men flee into the woods.
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Act II, Scene II, contains the
remarkable image of
Sarsfield pretending to be King James.
Meeting up with
the Williamite troops at the inn,
James is ready

to flee,

but Sarsfield, announcing himself as
King, demands dinner
for himself and his companions.
His commanding presence
and bravery in front of the English soldiers
convince

everyone save the Old Lady that he is indeed
the King.
discussing the ups and downs of the war with the

In

Williamites, Sarsfield laments:
Ups and downs, ups and downs; and we know
nothing till all is over. He is surely the
winner who gets a great tombstone, a figured
monument, cherubs blowing triimpets, angels'
tears in marble— or maybe he is the winner who
has none of these, who but writes his name in
the book of the people.
I would like my name
set in clean letters in the book of the people
(153)

The scene continues with Sarsfield commenting on the honor

and tradition of being a king.

All the while James sits

away from the others, refusing to eat or talk.

As the

scene draws to a close, the Williamite officers have

decided to fight for James/Sarsf ield
best" (156).

,

for "this man is the

Only the Old Lady recognizes that Sarsfield

has not the look of a Stuart; instead, he was strong and
lucky
The final act concerns itself with James's attempts
to flee France.
I

"The question is", remarks James,

to escape Sarsfield?

.

.

.

"how am

When he begins drawing maps
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with a flourish of the sword or talking
as if he were
giving out the Holy Scriptures, there is

something—

something— that takes away my strength, that leaves
me
bustled, marrowless, uncertain" (161).

As James is

preparing to board a French ship, he realizes he
left some
papers back at the inn. On the return to the inn,
he is

forced to hide in a wine casket least the Williamite

soldiers discover him.

In a hilarious scene, he is indeed

discovered, inside the wine casket.

No one believes he is

the King until Sarsfield enters and confirms the fact.
Mrs.

Kelleher delivers the line which begins the most

lively portion of the play:
Mrs. Kelleher:
It seems to me we have a wisp
in place of a broom.

Owen:

Misfortune on the fools that helped him!

First Williamite: Is it for him we gave up
William?

Matt [Mr. Kelleher]: And that
drink!
(167-68)

I

myself gave up

Sarsfield is forced to defend James, once again.

At the

end of the play, Sarsfield realizes James has fled to
France, and cries:

"He has stolen away; he has stolen our

good name; he has stolen our faith; he has stolen the pin
that held loyalty to royalty.

.

.

"

(169).

Lady Gregory wrote some personal commentary

concerning her choice of material for The White Cockade,

which is included in Coxhead's edition of Gregory's works.
Lady Gregory writes of going to the countryside to
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discover if any of her -wise old
neighbors" knew of any
Bongs in praise of the Stuarts.
She found no songs, only
disgust and scorn at the mention
of the name.
Comments
such as -James the Second was a
coward" (171) and "Seumas
Salacha, Dirty James, it is he brought
all
down" (171),

were the typical response she received.

The name of

Sarsfield, however, brought a different
response from
Gregory's neighbors. Gregory writes:
It is different with Patrick Sarsfield,
Earl of
Lucan, a great general that killed thousands

of
the English; the brave, handsome, fighting
man,
the descendant of Conall Cearnach, [an
Ulster
hero] the man who, after the Boyne, offered
to
change Kings and fight the battle again.- The
songs about him are personal enough.
(172)

She then presents yet another poem, her translation
as she

tells us, a poem which in its opening lines bears a strong

resemblance to Mangan's translation of -Farewell to

Patrick Sarsfield-.

Mangan's effort is more poetic;

Gregory's contains a definite religious tone, as evidenced
by the following three verses:
'0

Patrick Sarsfield, health be to you, since
you went to France and your camps were loosened;
making your sighs along with the King, and you
left poor Ireland and the Gael defeated Och,
Ochone

—

'0

Patrick Sarsfield, it is a man with God
you are, and blessed is the earth you ever
walked on. The blessing of the bright sun
and the moon upon you since you took the day
from the hands of King William Och, Ochone!

—

'0

Patrick Sarsfield, the prayer of every
person with you; my own prayer and the prayer of
the Son of Mary with you, since you took the
narrow ford going through Biorra, and since in
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Limerick-Och, Ochone

The White Cockade is Gregory's
homage to Sarsfield
and to all she believes the image
of Sarsfield stands for.
Her Sarsfield is also a reflection
of the turbulent

conditions in Ireland in the early
twentieth century.
When Sarsfield laments about the "ups
and dovms" of life,

Gregory is commenting on the Irish cultural
and political
situation.
The winners in life, her Sarsfield
decides,

are the ones whose names get "written
in the book of the
people- (153), not those who, like a Nelson
or a

Wellington, receive "a figured monument'"
(153).
comments,

She

"In these days, when so much of the printed

history we were taught as children is being cast out
by
scholars, we must refill the vessel by calling in
tradition, or if need be our own imaginings" (173).

Lady

Gregory has presented us with an Ireland desperately in
need of a savior, a king who behaves like a fool, and
Sarsfield, who has the presence of a true king and hero.

Unfortunately, Sarsfield and Ireland are betrayed by a
false king.
A final work which needs to be considered is Seamus

MacManus's book. The Story of the Irish Race, first
published in 1921.

Faolain's comments on the book suffice

as to the historical merits of this overly popular work:

This thinly-disguised nationalist work has
obviously touched the same nerve in several
generations of readers.
I would not be
surprised to learn that Seumas MacManus' name
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appears on more private bookshelves
than any
other Irish author. A modicum
of scholarship
°^
^^"^ ^^^^ ^his
publtsh^n^'h
publishing phenomenon.
(463)

vow

a

The entire book is a romanticized
and glorified version of
Irish history but as such represents
an ideal source
testifying to the nationalist legend of
Sarsfield.

Speaking of the Irish, MacManus declares:

hostile eye they seemed but savages.

"To the cold,

But there was native

learning, and poetry, and wonderful oral
tradition, wit,

generosity, resource and clever brains among
them in spite
of the frightful poverty of their lives, and
the grinding

cruelties of their oppressors" (438).

MacManus writes that Sarsfield would not leave his
country and flee to France, and that Aughrim was lost
because Sarsfield was not given command.

MacManus

relates a story which is not emphasized in the other
tales.

He states that after the signing of the Treaty of

Limerick, a French fleet appeared in the harbor.

On board

reportedly were enough supplies and men to aid the Irish
in continuing the war effort.

The English were alarmed,

fearful that the Irish would tear up the Treaty and

continue the war.
Ireland's honor.

However, Sarsfield once again saves

MacManus writes:

—

Sarsfield, the unbuyable Sarsfield, the man of
honor had forbidden the French to land.
'Too
late,' he said, 'the Treaty is signed.
Ireland's and our honor is pledged. Though one
hundred thousand Frenchmen offered to aid us
now, we must keep our word!
(453)

—

.

.

.
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MacManus'B work is important, if only
because so many
people are familiar with it. He
has created a version of
Irish history which appeals to the
romantic and the
nationalists. He book also reinforces
the created image
of Sarsfield as honorable —"we must
keep our word"— in
,

contrast to the English, who refuse to
honor even the
Treaty of Limerick.

ConcluRi nn

A recapitulation of the key elements of the
Sarsfield

stories illustrates how the stories of Sarsfield
reflected
the needs of the era in which they were told.
The stories, whether in the contemporary period or
in

subsequent centuries, are all related against the backdrop
of internal divisions within Irish society.

In the 1689-

91 time period conflicts among the Irish, French, Old

English, New English, and English shattered Irish society.
The eighteenth century witnessed class divisions between

Protestant and Catholic, as a result of the Penal Codes.
Additionally, a Patriot [Protestant] parliamentary

tradition emerged as various Protestants felt that the

English government was not protecting their interests.
The century ended with the Great Rebellion of 1798, which,
as we saw, encouraged sectarianism rather than unity.

the nineteenth century sectarianism intensified as the

Irish factions sought to define the Irish political and

cultural identity.

With Irish society continually

In
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fragmenting, the stories told of Sarsfield
emphasized his
honor, nobility, and his willingness to
lay down his life
to redeem Ireland.

The internal dissension which was prevalent
in the

Irish ranks during the war allowed for the
eternal

question to be asked:

What if...?

Could the Irish have

won had the constant bickering not happened?

The answer

from all the biographers of Sarsfield, except for Gwynn,

is— yes.

For these writers, the dissension not only kept

the Irish from unity, but kept Sarsfield from his rightful

place as commander of the Irish.

Gwynn alone dismisses

the reports of internal bickering, allowing Ireland to

save face

All the works agree that James II cared nothing about
the Irish;

indeed, he is portrayed as a coward.

James is

also perceived as using his Irish subjects as weapons to

regain his lost crown.

Tyrconnell meets with the same

fate from the authors as James, though it takes fewer

words to do away with his image.

Almost as much effort in

the works is given to degrading the character of James and

Tyrconnell as is utilized in promoting Sarsfield.
reason is easily understood:

The

the worse the image of his

rivals is portrayed, the greater would be the image of

Sarsfield
Very little paper is utilized by Sarsfield

biographers in relating the story of the Battle of the
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Boyne.

The battle is dismissed as
insignificant, thus

there is no need to discuss the
lack of action engaged in
by Sarsfield. The Raid on William's
siege train gives the
authors an opportunity to promote Sarsfield
's virtues.
As we have seen, the raid becomes a
skillfully executed
piece of strategy which decided the fate of
the campaign.
The story of the password to the enemy
camp is related in
all the biographies, with no deviation.

Most of the

accounts of the raid ignore the stories of a
massacre of
women and children in the enemy camp.

Sarsfield's inability in the field of administration
is noted by most of the authors, but Sarsfield
is forgiven

his faults.

The success of the raid received Sarsfield

praise not only for the skill he is said to have
possessed, but also a bit of Irish luck in carrying it
off.

Being the major defeat, the Battle of Aughrim is

given little attention by the writers.

Most of the

authors are compelled to argue that Aughrim was lost

because St. Ruth, refused Sarsfield any command
opportunities.

Furthermore, having suggested that

Sarsfield could have won the battle for the Irish,

MacDonnell insists that Sarsfield was against fighting the
battle at all.
The second siege of Limerick is virtually ignored by
the writers.

Given that the siege was but a prelude to
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surrender, it is easy to see why
the authors prefer to
dismiss Limerick and concentrate
on the tragedy of the
Treaty.
"The Treaty was broken before
the blood was
dried,- is how people today in
Limerick describe the
Treaty of 1691, and descriptions of
it in the accounts
considered here are similar. Though not
examining reasons
why Sarsfield surrendered Limerick,
the authors take care
to emphasize that in surrendering,
he did so with only his
country's interests in mind. To the critics
who contend
that Sarsfield should have made better terms
or held out
longer, the question repeatedly raised is
what could the

Irish hope for by holding out?

Though none but Gwynn

comments directly on this issue, Gwynn 's reasoning
that
the English would not have observed any terms of
a treaty
(281) is the attitude implied by all of the writers.

The Flight of the Wild Geese is one of the most
tragic, yet romantic, events of Irish history.

Images

abound of gallant men forced from their land, declaring
that someday they would return, yet knowing they were

doomed to wander without seeing again the green of
Ireland: it is a poet's heaven.

The biographers of

Sarsfield made excellent use of the tale:

friend or foe,

all at the scene of departure are presented as in tears

while watching the men and their families sail forever
away from Ireland.
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Even more angst is created by
the writers when they
describe Sarsfield's death scene.
As has been shown,
Sarsfield was an acknowledged hero
in life.
The
circumstances surrounding his death
elevate him to
martyrdom. His deeds became
exaggerated and his
accomplishments expand as the years
after his death pass.
The tales of Sarsfield's death have
ensured his permanent
Place as an Irish martyr. His noble
confrontation with
death, coupled with his dying words,
fit the popular
notion of a martyr: a willingness to die
for a sacred
cause
The growth of the legend of Sarsfield
as martyr can
be further illustrated by a closer examination
of the

accounts related above.

In the contemporary poems

concerning Sarsfield, he is praised as a genuine hero.

6

Bruadair praises Sarsfield as heroic, unlike others
whom
he says have given lie to his words.

In the aftermath of

defeat, the idea of a redeemer figure is a prominent
motif.

The Royal Blackbird and Farewell to Patrick

Sarsfield both emphasize the redeemer motif.

Farewell to

Patrick Sarsfield, in Mangan's translation, presents
Sarsfield as a holy man of God, brave, honorable, and
reluctant to leave Ireland.

With thousands of people

fleeing famine-stricken Ireland in the nineteenth century,
the picture of a Sarsfield reluctant to leave Ireland

served to reinforce the idea that the flight from the
famine was a forced exile, much like the Flight of the
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Wild Geese.

Also prominent to the ballads is the
idea of
Ireland betrayed, a notion reinforced in
the political

sphere by the passage of the Act of Union
in 1800 without
a provision for emancipation,

and by the half-hearted

attempts at famine relief in mid-century by the
English
government.

Every ballad and story related of Sarsfield

and the betrayal of the Treaty of Limerick serves
to

reinforce a perceived betrayal in the current society
in

which the tale is told.

By the end of the nineteenth

century the ballads of Sarsfield have progressed from a
wistful regret of Ireland's loss to a powerful

pronouncement that Ireland's honor will be redeemed by men
such as Sarsfield.
The biographies relate in extensive detail the themes

found in the ballads.

The Dublin University Magazine's

biography of Sarsfield, published in 1853, a half century
after the Great Rebellion of 1798, proclaims that it is

Sarsfield who is still considered the most popular hero of
his country.

Again the internal divisions of 1853 are

evident as the author of the biography makes reference to
the sectarian divisions he perceives in 1690s Ireland.

Lenihan's 1866 study of Limerick is the first of the

works presented to state that Sarsfield planned that the
Raid on William's siege train should decide the fate of
the Williamite campaign in Ireland.

He also presents the

exiles of the Flight of the Wild Geese as men who were
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betrayed and sold, another
reinforcement of the betrayal
of the Irish during the Great
Famine.
Lenihan's work
incorporates the traditional account
of Sarsfield's death,
and records the mournful words
attributed
to Sarsfield,

"Would that it were for Ireland."

MacDonnell's "Life of Patrick Sarsfield"
emphasizes
Sarsfield's intent to unite Ireland, and in

these efforts,

MacDonnell asserts, lay Sarsfield's glory.

James II had

fled Ireland, Tyrconnell was of a weak character,
and

Berwick was naive.

Alone among the leaders Sarsfield was

capable of uniting the Irish.

MacDonnell strongly

emphasizes that country, not ego, was of primary
importance to Sarsfield.

Sarsfield epitomizes

MacDonnell's conception of the Irish race:

brave, noble,

and unselfish.

Murphy's 1886 biography and Todhunter's 1895 study
of Sarsfield were published in the era intense English

racism against the Irish.

Seeking to combat the racist

images, the biographies stress Sarsfield's nobility of

character and the gallantry of the Irish race.

Murphy

portrays Sarsfield as a savior figure, whose martyrdom was
the beginning of efforts to rid Ireland of tyranny.

Todhunter proclaims that Sarsfield vindicated the
gallantry of his race.

As mentioned earlier, Todhunter's

Sarsfield has become so highly charged that Todhunter can

allow mention of the massacre stories into his account.
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for one so noble and generous as
Sarsfield would never

willingly allow the massacres to take
place.
Gwynn's 1903 work takes care to separate
Sarsfield as
martyr from Tone as martyr. Gwynn writes
that Sarsfield

was the last who strove against the
establishment of the
English order in Ireland. Gwynn emphasized
this

particular point because the Irish Literary
Renaissance
was,

in part,

an attempt to reassert Irish culture.

In

this context, Sarsfield is an appropriate choice
as he

represents an image of a noble Irish warrior, prior to

English domination.

Tone and Pearse cannot claim such

distinction.

Moran's 1909 study of Sarsfield again repeats the

claim that Sarsfield sacrificed his lands and life to
fight for Ireland.

Moran adds an important element to the

ideology of martyrdom when he implies that Sarsfield's
total sacrifice achieves victory.

Relating the story of

Sarsfield's death, Moran notes that though Sarsfield dies,
the troops were victorious.

The idea of victory through

death was embraced by Pearse

Gregory's and MacManus's works both serve as a
synthesis of the Sarsfield legend.

Gregory, reflecting

the turbulent times in early twentieth-century Ireland,

emphasizes the need for Ireland to find a savior.

MacManus stresses the honor of the Irish race.
time MacManus's story appeared,

By the

Ireland had suffered
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through many a broken word by the
English, and his
Sarsfield reflects his belief that through

all the

turmoil,

Ireland has retained her honor.

Ireland betrayed, to be redeemed by men
such as
Sarsfield who willingly sacrifice their lives
for their
country is the dominant message repeated
throughout the

Sarsfield tales.

From this analysis of the stories of

Sarsfield we now move to

a

discussion of the literary

motifs utilized in the above tales.

CHAPTER V
"THE CIRCUS ANIMALS":
SYMBOLISM AND CONTINUITY FROM
EARLY IRISH LITERATURE

His fine body twisted all battered and lame
They soon made him part of the patriot game.
In the last chapters

I

have shown that the

discordances of Sarsfield's life were muted to allow for
his transformation to a martyr-figure.

In this chapter

I

will argue that symbolic elements from the ancient Irish
sagas replaced the contradictory features of the life of

Sarsfield in the literary tradition, allowing the
successful transformation from man to martyr.

This chapter

analyzes motifs from the early Irish sagas such as
sovereignty, kingship, and martyrdom, in order to
illustrate, in the final section of this chapter, their

influence on the Sarsfield stories.
The content of the sagas which surround Sarsfield

should come as no surprise to those familiar with the
ancient Irish tales of kings and heroes.

The basis for

both the Sarsfield stories and for our recorded version of
the ancient tales can be found in oral tradition.

Katharine Simms argues in Kings to Warlords that legitimacy
in pre-Norman Irish society came not from the written word
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but in part from immemorial
tradition'^ (1).
She maintains
that for the Irish learned class "a
recorded contract was
less valid than myth or a genealogy,
and a recent

historical claim was often restated in mythical
or
genealogical terms^^ (1-2).

Vansina comments on the distinction made by
"laymen^'
regarding written sources and oral sources. He
writes:

The layman.
fondly imagines that written
sources reveal events of the past which can be
accepted as fact, but considers that oral sources
tell of things about which there is no certaintythings which may or may not have happened. He
forgets that any historical synthesis comprises
an interpretation of the facts, and is thus
founded upon probabilities.
{Oral Tradition 183)
.

.

The Irish do not, of course, have a monopoly on oral

tradition.

In her introduction to Spider Woman's

Granddaughters, Paula Gunn Allen discusses the sources of
oral tradition in reference to Native American life.

She

writes
We tend to think that what is in our minds got
there in direct, memorable ways, or that we 'made
it up."
In the Western tradition, creativity '
is thought to be a personal talent, arising
without respect to the cultural matrix the
creator lives in, a concept derived from the
concept of private ownership.
Ideas are seen as
property.
This assumption leads to the
peculiar belief that myth and fiction are
synonymous with lying.
(23)
.

.

As in the Irish tales, Allen maintains that the Native

American tales which encompass the various strands of the
historical, literary, and mythological 'lend significance
and pattern to individual and communal life" (24).

In many
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ways the Irish are similar to the
Native American in their
reliance on oral tradition as their
method of maintaining
cultural continuity in the face of the
continual threat of
cultural annihilation.
In this manner the Irish are

distinct from Western Europeans who tend to
value the
written word more highly. Arnold Krupat
maintains that
"concern for fixed meanings appears to arise only
with the
shift from chirography to typography, from
manuscripts
to

printed texts" (118).

Though Irish culture adopted the language of its
conquerer, the society still, consciously or not, utilized
the ideal of oral tradition in its continual process
of

myth-making and martyr-making.

The linguistic conquest of

Ireland by England did not imply a complete cultural
conquest.

The societal effects of the Penal Codes led to a

continuing manuscript tradition in Ireland to the
nineteenth century.

Though the Famine in mid-nineteenth

century Ireland led to a rapid linguistic shift from Irish
to English,

Irish culture, realized in English oral

tradition, endures.

Vansina explains this continuance by

stating that "whether memory changes or not, culture is

reproduced by remembrance put into words and deeds.

The

mind through memory carries culture from generation to
generation" {Oral Tradition as History xi)

.

The symbolism

utilized in oral tradition continues despite cultural
disruption.

The following sections examine various motifs
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from early Irish literature.

In the concluson the

influence of these motifs on the development
of the
Sarsfield myth will be analyzed.

The Irish ideal of Sovereignty embraces
themes of

transformation and redemption, which are the essential
features in the mythology of martyrdom.
0 Cathasaigh declares that "the otherworld is central
to the Irish ideology of kingship"

(87) and certainly the

evidence of the Sarsfield stories substantiates his
statement.

In the ancient tradition the ceremony of

kingship made the king a protector of the people in the
territory, but he was not an absolute ruler.

In fact,

evidence suggests that the king played a limited role, his

duties confined mostly to ceremonial roles.

His most

important function was his symbolic marriage to the land,

represented by the local goddess of sovereignty.

This

ceremonial marriage is called the hanais righi or "weddingfeast of kingship".

Binchy notes that the "most celebrated

of these royal fertility rites is the so-called 'Feast of

Tara'", which he states was originally a symbolic marriage

between the "king of Tara and the goddess Medb" (Binchy
11).

Though the inauguration rites were suppressed after

Ireland's conversion to Christianity, Binchy argues that
"the idea underlying them lived on in Irish literature.
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which constantly pictures the king
as 'wedded' to his
country" (Binchy 12).
The Sovereignty presents herself in
one of two typical
patterns:
either she is a goddess living in the

wilderness, who may present herself as an
old hag in order
to test the worthiness of the suitors,
or she is presented
as acting under the instructions of a god
(usually Lug).
In the former pattern,

the union between the goddess and

the rightful king transforms the hag into a
beautiful girl.

The union of the goddess with a rightful king brings
all
the benefits of a just king:

people.

prosperity of the land and

An improper union brings ruin to the land.i

We have an abundance of tales relating to the

sovereignty motif.

In Baile in Seal! (The Phantom's

Frenzy) Conn Cetchathach, king of Tara,

house where he meets a couple,

is brought to a

"a girl sitting on a chair

and wearing a gold crown, and the Seal (champion) sitting
on a throne"

(O'Curry 621). 2

The girl is identified as the

Sovereignty of Ireland, and the man is the god Lug, who

proceeds to name the successors to Conn.
He spoke to them and said:
I am not a Seal
[phantom], indeed, and I reveal to thee part of
my mystery and of my renown:
It is after death I
have come; and I am of the race of Adam; Lug, son
of Edlenn, son of Tighernmas, is my name.
What I
have come for is, to reveal to thee the life of
thine own sovereignty, and of every sovereign who
shall be in Temair [Tara]
And the maiden who
.

See Mac Cana, "Aspects of the Theme of King and Goddess
in Irish Literature", 84-91.
2.
Conn Cetchathach, mythical king of Ireland, second
century AD.
Baile in Scail is an eleventh-century text.
1.
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was in the house before them was the
sovereignty
of Erinn for ever.
(O'Curry 621)
This tale follows the second pattern
of Sovereignty

discussed above.
Perhaps the best known of the Sovereignty tales
Echtra Mac nEchach MuigniedSin {The Adventures
of the Sons

of Eochaid Mugmedon) illustrates the transformation
theme.
Having gone hunting, Niall and his brothers lose
their

way

in the forest.

In need of water,

one of the brothers

discovers a well with an old woman guarding

it.

The old

woman is described thus:
Every joint and limb of her, from the top of her
head to the earth, was as black as coal.
Like
the tail of a wild horse was the gray bristly
mane that came through the upper part of her
head-crown.
The green branch of an oak in
bearing would be severed by the sickle of green
teeth that lay in her head and reached her ears.
Dark smoky eyes she had:
a nose crooked and
hollow.
She had a middle fibrous, spotted with
pustules, diseased, and shins distorted and awry.
Her ankles were thick, her shoulder-blades were
broad, her knees were big, and her nails were
green.
Loathsome in sooth was the hag's
appearance.
(Cross and Slover 511)
The hag requires a kiss before she will let any water be

drawn from the well, and one by one the brothers come to
the well and refuse her.

Niall, however, consents to give

her a kiss and to lie down with her.

When he next looks

upon her, she is transformed into a beautiful woman.

In

Niall Noigiallach, "according to the annals, was highking of Ireland from A.D. 379 to 405." According to Cross
and Slover, the text of "The Adventures of the Sons of
Eochaid Mugmedon" is no older than the eleventh century
3.

(508)
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contrast to the appearance of the hag,
there now was "not
in the world a damsel whose figure or
appearance was more
loveable than hers!" (Cross and Slover
511).
She

announces:

"0 king of Tara,

I

tell thee its great goodness.

am the Sovereignty:
.

.

"

I

will

(Cross and Slover 512).

While a number of early Irish stories, such as the
story of Niall discussed above, contain explicit references
to In Flaithius,

"The Sovereignty" in Irish literary

tradition came to be represented in symbolic ways by the

motifs of the hag and the beautiful woman (Tymoczko, The
Irish "Ulysses- 100-01).

"Cathleen Ni Houlihan" represents

a popular evolution of the Sovereignty motif.

The origin

of the name, as shown by Diane Bessai ("Who was Cathleen Ni

Houlihan?" 114-29), derives from love songs; gradually

Cathleen came to personify Ireland.

As Bessai notes,

"In

nineteenth-century patriotic literature the patriot at home
had replaced the king from across the sea as the hope for
Ireland's political salvation" ("Who was Cathleen Ni

Houlihan?" 125).

Bessai cites Mangan's "Dark Rosaleen" as

indicative of the new type of literature.

As discussed in

an earlier chapter, Mangan's poem is filled with images of

blood and a willingness to die on the part of Dark

Rosaleen 's lover.
In 1902 William Butler Yeats used the figure of the

Sovereignty in his famous play, Cathleen Ni Houlihan.
Cathleen Ni Houlihan is set in 1798, on the eve of the
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Great Rising.

As Bessai notes,

'Teats- historical setting

evokes a whole century of fatal patriotic
fervour"
(•Who was Cathleen Ni Houlihan?" 125).
The centenary of
-

-

.

the rebellion of 1798 encouraged "the
revival of

nationalist songs, the establishment of memorial
monuments,
the observance of the anniversaries of patriotic

occurrences, and similar undertakings" (Tymoczko,
"Amateur

Political Theatricals" 35).

In was in this atmosphere that

Yeats 's play was presented.
Cathleen Ni Houlihan concerns the Gillane family, who
are preparing for the wedding of Michael Gillane.

The Old

Woman who seeks shelter announces that she has been

wandering a long time.
Bridget:

What was it put you wandering?

Old Woman:
Bridget:

What was it put the trouble on you?

Old Woman:
Peter:

Too many strangers in the house.

My land was taken from me.

Was it much land they took from you?

Old Woman:

My four beautiful green fields.
(Yeats, Collected Plays 53)

As the Old Woman relates her story, she sadly states that

"Many a man has died for love of me" (Yeats,

Plays 54).

Collected

Under questioning as to her need, she states

that if anyone is to help her,

must give me all" (Yeats,

"he must give me himself, he

Collected Plays 55).

As the

story reaches its inevitable conclusion, Michael, who is to
be married the next day, abandons his plans in order to go
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with the Old Woman.

The transformation theme is enacted

with the last lines of the play:
Peter:

Did you see an old woman going down the
path?

Patrick:

did not, but I saw a young girl, and
she had the walk of a queen.
(Yeats, Collected Plays 57)
I

The obvious allusions to the English occupation
of

Irish land and the request for men to "give all" to
the

cause of Irish freedom were seen by many who attended
the

play as a call to arms.

In his latter life Yeats despised

the radical elements in Irish politics.

In "Man and the

Echo" he ponders the impact Cathleen Ni Houlihan had on the

events leading to the 1916 Easter Rising.
All that I have said and done.
Now that I am old and ill.
Turns into a question till
I lie awake night after night
And never get the answers right.
Did that play of mine send out
Certain men the English shot?
Did words of mine put too great strain
On that woman's reeling brain?
Could my spoken words have checked
That whereby a house lay wrecked?
And all seems evil until I
Sleepless would lie down and die.
(Yeats, Collected Poems 345)
Yeats,

in asking whether or not his play "sent out certain

men the English shot", answered his own question:
course it did.

of

And as Maria Tymoczko has written, with

Yeats 's play, "the Sovereignty has become a kind of war
goddess" (The Irish "Ulysses" 105).
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Kingship
We have seen that Sarsfield became
a "necessary hero"
in part because no other candidate
could be found. The
king, James II, was held in universal
disdain by the Irish.

An examination of the ancient Irish theory
of kingship will
give an insight into the disgust which the
Irish
felt for

James and illuminate the traits of a true king
which came
to be transferred to Sarsfield.
D.

A.

Binchy argues that the form of kingship in

Ireland was an "indigenous Celtic institution" as opposed
to being imported from the East (4).

The ri, or king,

exercised power only in his own tuath."^

Whether the origin

of kingship was for "the need for leadership in battle"

(Binchy 8) or for religious purposes is still debatable.

Binchy (9-10) notes that the Irish kings are credited with
all the sacred functions of a king as identified by

Frasier, except for the function of rainmaker. ©
it was believed,

true king.

Morainn)

,

Society,

could only prosper under the rule of a

From the text Audacht Morainn {The Testament of
a mythical judge,

comes a list of blessings that

accrue to the tuath from fir flathemon, or the prince's
The tuath refers to a territorial unit, not a tribe
with common ancestry (Binchy 7). Three grades of kingship
are mentioned in the early law tracts:
ri tuaithe, king of
a single tribe; ri tuath, king of tribes; ri coicid, king
of a province.
According to Fergus Kelly the ri tuath
received tribute from three to four other tribes {Audacht
Morainn xvi). See also Binchy, Celtic and Anglo-Saxon
4.

Kingship 4-8; 31.
5.
This view is repeated by 0 Corrain, Byrne, Dillon, and
Katharine Simms, among others.
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truth:

^6

7,8
let him [king] preserve justice,
it
will preserve him; let him raise justice;
it will
raise him; let him exalt mercy, it will
exalt
him.
§59 The true ruler is moved towards every good
thing, he smiles on the truth when he
hears it
he exalts it when he sees it.
For he whom the'
living do not glorify with blessing is not
a true
ruler.
(Kelly, Audacht Morainn 5, 19)
.

.

.

The attributes of justice, mercy, truth, hospitality,
and

bravery are necessary for a true king:
be merciful, just,

"Tell him,

let him

impartial, conscientious, firm,

generous, hospitable, honourable, stable, beneficent,
capable, honest well-spoken, steady, true- judging" (Kelly,

Audacht Morainn 17).

Fergus Kelly writes that Audacht

Morainn "is an example of the Speculum Principum or 'Mirror
of Princes', a literary genre consisting of advice to a

king" (xiii).

Similar concepts are found in a ninth-

century text "The Triads of Ireland".

As translated by

Kuno Meyer, the text provides words of wisdom for a ruler:

[Triad 96] Three ruins of a tribe:
a lying
chief, a false judge, a lustful priest.
[Triad 242] Three things that are best for a
chief:
justice, peace, an army.
[Triad 243] Three things that are worst for a
chief:
sloth, treachery, evil counsel.
(Meyer, The Triads of Ireland 13; 33 )s

Tomas 0 Cathasaigh notes that fir flathemon "embraces the

notions of wisdom and Justice as well as fertility" (83).
A lying chief will bring ruin to a tribe, according to the

Triads.

Gau flathemon^ or "the injustice

(

falsehood) of

Meyer notes that the "collection was made towards the
end of the ninth century" (115).
6.
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the prince", brings suffering to
the land and society

(Binchy 10).
In the tales of Cormac Mac Airt one finds
references

to the qualifications necessary for a true
prince and the

result of the decisions of a false prince.

Cormac Mac Airt

is one of the most famous mythological kings
of Ireland.

He is depicted as ruling for approximately forty
years

during the third century A.D.^

According to a famous tale,

Cormac replaced Lugaid Mac Con as king of Tara.

been taken in fosterage by Lugaid.

Cormac had

While still a little

boy he questioned Lugaid 's decision with regard to some
sheep of the queen.

His decision was heard by the people,

who exclaimed, "that is the true judgement!
of the true prince who has given it" (Stokes,

Mag Mucrime 463).

It is the son

The Battle of

Lugaid reigned for a year more, but "no

grass came through the ground, nor leaf through the trees,

nor grain into corn.

Then the men of Ireland expelled him

from the kingship because he was a false prince" (Stokes,
The Battle of Mag Mucrime 463).

Togail Bruidne Da Derga

(

The Destruction of Da Derga

Hostel) contains similar themes.

^

Stokes argues

that the story "deserves attention from the fact that it

turns on the primeval belief in ruin wrought by the
The story of Cormac Mac Airt, Cath Maige Mucrama, is
preserved in the Book of Leinster. See Standish 0 'Grady,
Silva Gadelica I: 89-92; 253-56; 310-18; II: 96-99; 286Whitley Stokes, The Battle of Mag Mucrime.
89; 347-59;
8.
See Stokes, "The Destruction of Da Derga's Hostel".;
Eleanor Knott, Togail Bruidne Da Derga.
7.

's
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violation of tabus" {Togail Bruidne Da
Derga 22: 9). The
tale presents the tragic story of the
events leading to the
death of Conaire Mor, mythical king of
Tara at the

beginning of the Christian era.

Conaire's birth and

ascension to kingship follow the tripartite pattern
of
kingship:

"designation by the gods, recognition by the

wise men and acceptance by the people" (6 Cathasaigh
84)9.

Conaire's conception fulfills the first requirement.

His

mother
saw a bird on the skylight coming to her, and he
leaves his birdskin on the floor of the house,
and went to her and captured her, and said:
thou wilt be pregnant by me, and bear a son,
and that son must not kill birds.
And Conaire,
son of Mess Buachalla shall be his name'.
(Stokes, Togail Bruidne Da Derga 22: 20)
.

The second requirement for kingship is met when Conaire

fulfills the prophesy signifying the next king of Tara:

"A

man stark-naked, who shall go at the end of the night along
one of the roads of Tara, having a stone and a sling
he that shall be king"
25).

(Stokes,

— 'tis

Togail Bruidne Da Derga 22:

With the help of "birds of unusual size and color and

beauty", who reveal themselves to be from Conaire's father.

Georges Dumezil's theory of a tripartite structure for
Indo-European society lies at the heart of many studies of
Irish kingship. However, Bruce Lincoln's explanation of
his reservations concerning Dumezil's writings and life has
greatly influenced my perception of Dumezil.
I agree with
Lincoln that one's political leaning influences one's
writing, consciously or not.
Therefore, I, too, have grave
misgivings concerning Dumezil's work, as Lincoln has
presented a strong case regarding Dumezil's right-wing
Lincoln's argument appears in
("fascist") political views.
his Death, War, and Sacrifice : Studies in Ideology and
Practice.
See especially his preface and Chapter 19.
9.
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Conaire sets out on the road to Tara,
naked.

He is

recognized as king, thus fulfilling the
requirement.
The
people object to him as king because of his
youth, but he
meets their fears by stating:
For a young, generous king like me to be in
the
kingship is no disgrace, since the taking of
Tara's sureties is mine by right of father and
grandsire. ... I will take counsel of wise men
that I myself may be wise.
(Stokes,

Conaire

Togail Bruidne Da Derga 22: 26)

gessa (taboos) include the restrictions

's

that:

Thou Shalt not sleep in a house from which
firelight is manifest outside after sunset, and
in which light is manifest from without.
And no rapine [plunder] shall be wrought in
thy reign.
And after sunset a company of one woman or one
man shall not enter the house in which thou art.
(Stokes, Togail Bruidne Da Derga 22: 27)
.

As 0 Cathasaigh notes,

.

.

"the taboos which have been laid

upon him constitute a contract with the otherworld, and his

transgression of one of these taboos destroys the respect
of the otherworld personages who have delegated sovereignty
to him"

(86).

Conaire violates one of his prohibitions by

delivering a false judgement.

His three foster-brothers

have been the leaders of a group of men plundering the
countryside.

When the criminals are brought before the

king, Conaire orders that all save his foster-brothers

should be slain.

Conaire decrees "let each father slay his

son, but let my foster-brothers be spared"

Bruidne Da Derga 22: 29-30).

(Stokes,

Togail

The deliverance of the false
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Judgement leads to the ruin of the country,
as the text
describes the land being on fire, and
raiders in all parts
of the land.
As the country collapsed, Conaire was
forced
into breaking all his ^essa, saying at
one point,
"All my

taboos have seized

Derga 22: 40).

me tonight"

(Stokes,

Togail Bruldne Da

The text describes Conaire 's transgressions

and his inevitable path to Da Derga 's Hostel.

The price

for violation of his taboos is death, and during
the battle
at the Hostel, Conaire 's head is cut off (Stokes,

Bruidne Da Derga 22: 320-23).

Togail

The ruin of Conaire and the

country took place because of Conaire

's

initial violation

of rendering a false judgement, thus rendering him a false

prince

Ard-Ri (High-King^

Though the importance of the king's role as

a

war-

leader has been debated among scholars, Binchy comments
that the "king retains unimpaired his traditional function

of leader in battle.

That is emphasized over and over

again in laws, annals, and sagas alike" (Binchy 17).

He

adds that "Valour in battle was the supreme test of

rightful kingship" (Binchy 17).

Katharine Scherman agrees,

writing that the "Prince tries to show his fitness to be
king by deliberately provoking battle" (29).

The emphasis

on the king as war-leader intensified as Ireland became

subject to invasions by the Norse and the Normans.
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The Norse invasions altered the pattern
of kingship in
Ireland. lo Katharine Simms believes
that in this period
the Irish were moving toward political
centralization and a

national monarchy.

She argues that the changing ideology

can be found
in the destruction during the tenth,

eleventh,
and twelfth centuries of the sacred trees which
grew at traditional inauguration sites, and by
the long reign of Donnchadh son of Brian Boroimhe
after an incident in which his hand had been cut
off, despite the earlier insistence that a true
king should be without blemish.
(11)

The Normans, however, effectively destroyed the move toward
a national monarchy and later the English king became,

effect, the High-King of Ireland.

in

Irish politics in the

post-Norman period returned to localized politics.

The

argument that Ireland in the pre-Norman era was moving
towards a concept of national political unity is debatable,
and a final historical answer to the issue is irrelevant to

this study.

What is important is that succeeding

generations of poets and writers argued that the English
destroyed Irish unity and, thus, the Irish nation.

In

Topographia Hibernica, Giraldus Cambrensis (1146-1223)
implies that Ireland had a national kingship since ancient
times (132; 154), an impression Richter suggests was given
to him by the native Irish (Richter 123).

The idea of a national monarchy extending back into
time immemorial allowed for the impression of Irish

10.

See,

in particular,

Binchy 33.

208

political unity.

Despite this perception, Binchy states

the accepted scholarly view when he
comments that the
claim, especially attached to the King
of Tara, to be King
of Ireland "had no more basis in law
than it had in fact"

(Binchy 33).

He dismisses as nonsense the claims of

Nationalist historians who argue that the concept
was too
well known to need describing.
Scherman writes

that there

was no high-king of Ireland until the tenth century,
and
that "the title was an invention of medieval historians
for
the purpose of establishing a precedent for the claims
of

Brian Boru and his successors" (212).

Kelly gives a

different date for the emergence of the kingship, but his
argument is otherwise similar:

"The Ard-Ri does not emerge

until the ninth century, and it is never mentioned in the
text of the laws" (xvi).

high-kingship comes from

The definitive assessment of
F.

J.

Byrne.

Bryne argues that

the vision of a high-kingship was created between 1022-1072
in an effort to promote the claims of the Ui Neill dynasty
(3).

Having shown that Brian Boru faced as much opposition

during his reign as "Ard-Ri" as did his predecessors (5),
Byrne states that "whatever the Irish concept of a national

high-kingship may have been, it was not a concept of
monarchy" (8).

Though the Normans attempted to suppress various
aspects of Irish culture, including the poetic order and
the traditional rites of kingship,

in the fourteenth and
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fifteenth centuries these ideas were
consciously revived as
part of a political recovery by Gaelic
chieftans.

Continuity with earlier traditions is evidenced
by the
compilations of genealogies of mid fourteenth-century

kings

which Katharine Simms cites as the first major
updating of
the twelfth-century collection (17).
Ancestry was of

prime

importance in the elevation to kingship.

Genealogies, real

or imagined, were produced to show connection
to an ancient

honorable past.

Simms maintains that the "genealogists

were capable of transferring a pedigree wholesale from
one
royal dynasty to another, in response to the political

needs of the day"

(K.

Simms 7).

"Nobility of birth on the

mother's side as well as the father's"

(K.

Simms 49) are

both emphasized in bardic poetry.

During the Nine Years War (1595-1603), the
inauguration ceremonies also became a symbol of resistance
in Ulster to English attempts to conquer the province (K.

Simms 35).

The smashing of stone- inauguration chairs by

the English after various victories is evidence of how

dangerous the English viewed the continuance of Irish
kingship.

Though the idea of a king standing or sitting on

a stone throne is not uniquely Irish,

Katharine Simms

maintains that the sixteenth-century practice was "a symbol
of continuous and immemorial tradition.

.

."

(36).

The

Stone of Fal, found on the Hill of Tara, is the stone which

was believed to foretell the true king by crying out when
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it came into contact with one
destined to the throne.

The

Second Battle of Mag Tured relates the
mythological origin
of the stone:

"Out of Falias was brought the stone of
Fal,

which was in Tara.

It used to roar under every King that

would take the realm of Ireland" (Cross and Slover
28).
Baile in Sc^il {The Phantom's Frenzy) Conn steps

In

on a stone

and it screamed so loudly that it was heard throughout
Tara

(O'Curry 620).

By its cries the Stone of Fal prophesies

the "number of kings that shall come of thy seed for
ever"

(O'Curry 620).

Mac Cana notes that Fal is a commonly used

synonym for Ireland and, thus, the crying of the stone
represents the assent of the land in the choosing of a new
King {Celtic Mythology 117).

The Image of the Warrior
The heroic tales of the Ulster Cycle relate, in part,
the troubles between the armies of Ulster and those of

Connacht.ii

The greatest of the Irish heroic tales is

Tain Bo Cuailnge {The Cattle Raid of Cuailgne) more often

referred to simply as the Tain.^^

And it is in the

Ireland's saga literature has been categorized by
modern scholars into four main groups: the Mythological
Cycle, the Ulster Cycle, the Fenian Cycle, and the
Historical Cycle.
12.
David Greene comments that the Tain is "also the usage
in Irish literature and thus tells us that the story is
"the original Tain, and the other stories whose titles
begin with Tdin B6 are all either later stories or old ones
which have been re-worked to bring them into relationship
with the Tain as preliminary stories" (93). According to
Thomas Kinsella, the manuscript Lebor na hUidre {the Book
of the Dun Cow) "compiled in the monastery of Clonmacnoise
11.
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Tain that we are introduced to the
greatest of Irish
heroes, Cu Chulainn, who single-handedly
defends Ulster
from the army of Connacht.
The setting is pre-Christian,

though scholars differ as to how far back to
date the tale

According to Williams and Ford, the chief virtues
for
the heroes are "valor on the battlefield,
unfailing
allegiance, and the ability to fulfill a promise"
(11).
Mac Cana states that personal honor was "the supreme

consideration to the heroic conscience" (Celtic Mythology
He argues that a hero will violate the "bonds of

98).

obligation and loyalty" and transgress his ^eis [taboo] if
honor is involved (98).

Shame and derision are the

consequences for one who loses his honor.

Cii

embodies all the traits of the ideal warrior:

Chulainn
courage,

honor, physical beauty, and a nonchalant disregard for
death.

When Cu Chulainn is a child, Cathbad the druid
prophesies that Cu Chulainn will have a short life:

"He

who arms for the first time today will achieve fame and
greatness.

But his life is short" (Kinsella 85).

Cu

Chulainn 's response has been translated by Kinsella as "If
in the twelfth century, contains, in badly flawed and
mutilated text, part of the earliest known from of the Tain
Bo Cuailnge. Another partial version of the same form of
the story, also flawed, is contained in a late fourteenth
century manuscript, the Yellow Book of Lecan" {Tain ix).
Yet as Kinsella notes, "the origins of the Tain are far
more ancient than these manuscripts. The language of the
earliest form of the story is dated to the eighth century,
but some of the verse passages may be two centuries older"
{Tain ix).
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I

achieve fame

earth" (85).

I

am content, though

I

had only one day on

According to Rees and Rees,

''it

is essential

to the ethos of a warrior caste that
death in battle should

be the most glorious of all deaths, the death
which ensures

admission to paradise" (340).
Cu Chulainn's life follows a pattern established
for

heroic myths.

Carl Jung proclaims that the following

structure is a universal pattern:
the tale describes a hero's miraculous (sacred)
but humble birth, his early proof of superhuman
strength, his rapid rise to prominence or power,
his triumphant struggle with the forces of evil,
his fallibility to the sin of pride, and his fail
through betrayal or a "heroic" sacrifice that
ends in his death.
(110)

Dumezil argues that Cu Chulainn's initial exploit, where he
kills the three sons of Nechta Scene, is a specifically

Indo-European theme:

"combat with a triple adversary"

(Destiny of the Warrior 9-10; 15-16; 133-34).

Cii

Chulainn's battle frenzy, which gives him the power to
defeat his enemies, also does not allow him to distinguish

between friend or foe.

Dumezil notes that "this ferg

[anger] is as troublesome as it is precious:

the child is

not its master; on the contrary, it possesses him" {Destiny

of the Warrior 135).

In the Cu Chulainn stories we read

that Cu Chulainn, while in his battle frenzy, kills his son
and eventually his childhood friend (Kinsella 39-45; 168205).

The tragic element of the stories led Peter Costello

to note that "the burden of the saga seems to be that all
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battles end with the deaths of sons and
friends, the
destruction of all that one loves besf (6).

The Poet.^
In tribal societies, myth encompasses all the
various

modes of thought that today we distinguish, such as
theology, philosophy, history, law, drama, and poetry.
"Poetry", David Greene argues,

"does not exist at the early

point any more than law exists because both poetry and law
are what are already ordained by a tribe and its beliefs,

and it is we that have invented words like poetry and myth

and the rest to break them down" (2-5).

In early Irish

society the poets were the custodians of society and as
such they preserved the saga literature of Ireland.
The idea of traditional Irish kingship was kept alive by
the poets.
In his study of the sixteenth-century poet Eochaidh 6

hEoghusa, James Carney reiterates the familiar view that

poetry in Irish society "partook of the nature of a
religious institution" (5) and that the position of the
poet, the ollam to the king or prince represented the

"shadow of a high ranking pagan priest or druid" (8).

The

position of ollam was modified with the coming of
Christianity.

As has already been remarked, Christianity

merged with and incorporated into itself the already
established druidic order in Ireland.

The result of this
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was a society which Carney (8) terms
"schizophrenic- but
which kept alive the continuity of the
poetic tradition.
The description of inauguration ceremonies
for kings
in pre-Norman Irish society has been
pieced together from

the extant manuscript sources.

Though there are variants

to the ceremony from region to region, the
essentials

remains the same:

a ritual marriage with the goddess of

the territory and the handing over by the ollam
to the king

of the rod or wand of kingship.

Carney maintains that in

this role "the ollam is acting the part elsewhere played by
a bishop:

he is the intermediary between the prince and

the mysterious powers of nature" (11).

The inauguration odes,

"praise songs sung by Irish

poets on the occasion of the inauguration of Irish kings"
(Williams and Ford 46), are poems in praise of the poet's
patron.

Katharine Simms states that as such they contain

"certain stock motifs:

praise of the patron's appearance,

his hospitality, piety and justice, prowess in war, and the

fertility of the land during his reign" (5).

Many also

contain a list of military victories and, most importantly,
a genealogy.

Carney maintains that the poems of praise or

satire by the poets are "in origin

a

religious act" (11).

He states:
If an ollam satirises a prince he is in effect
telling him that the forces of nature, with which
he, the ollav, is in communion, are not
satisfied:
the result of the satire is an injury
to the king's honour (which may show physically
as blisters on his face) and possibly a blight on

215

the land.

(11)

And of course the converse is also true.

A poem of praise

suggests that the marriage is going well.

Other ARPecta of the K^rlv Literary TrBditi nn
Before proceeding to a detailed examination of the

motifs evident in the Sarsfield sagas, a brief

consideration of other aspects of the literary tradition in
Ireland will serve as additional illumination of various
ideas inherent in the Sarsfield tales.

Lebor Gabala Erenn {The Book of the Conquests of
Ireland)

,

generally referred to as The Book of Invasions,

purports to tell the origins of the peoples of Ireland. is
Brian 0 Cuiv states emphatically that Lehor Gabala "is a

deliberate work of fiction" whose "artificial character is
obvious from the heterogeneous material used in its
construction, including, as it does. Biblical and classical

sources as well as native traditions" (28).

o"

Cuiv

presents various theories concerning the reason for the

composition of Lebor Gabala.

He emphasizes the theory of

O'Rahilly, who suggests that the work was produced in order
to "obscure the real traditions of the various ethnic

groups which had peopled this island" (28).

0 Cuiv argues

that once a "unity of language had been achieved, the

The text survives in manuscripts dating from the
twelfth century, though the date of the composition is
uncertain.
13.
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historians and genealogists set about creating the
myth of
unity of origin" (28).
The text describes the waves of people who came
to the
island.

The fifth group of people, the Tuatha De Danann,

"The People of the Goddess Danu'", defeated the Fir Bolg,

who had established the notion of sacred kingship according
to the text.

talismans:

The Tuatha De brought to Ireland four
the Stone of Fal; the Spear of Lug, from which

"no battle was ever won against it or him who held it in

his hand"; the Sword of Nuada, from which "no one ever
escaped"; and Dagda's Cauldron, from which "no company

every went unthankful" (Ancient Irish Tales 28).
A central feature of the story of the Tuatha De is

found in an independent text,

Battle of Moytura)

.

Cath Malge Tulred {The Second

The story contains many favorite

motifs, including the idea of a liberator who will save the

people (for the Tuatha De the deliverer is the god Lug).
Also present in the story is the tale of Bres, whose

kingship leads to ruin, for Bres violates fir flathemon.
According to the text, "the Tuatha De murmured greatly
against him, for their knives were not greased by him, and

however often they visited him their breaths did not smell
of ale"

{Ancient Irish Tales 32-3).

Bres's violations of

his obligations as king force him from the kingship.

When

The controversy over the validity of two battles of
Moytura does not concern this study, as the text Cath Malge
Tulred provides the motifs under consideration for this
work.
14.
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he asks his father for champions, that
he might take the

country by force, his father responds,

"Thou shouldst not

gain it by injustice if thou didst not gain it
by justice"

(Ancient Irish Tales 35).
In the story of the defeat of the Tuatha De
in The

Book of Invasions, we are given the dominant theme of
the
personification of the land as a goddess.

Amairgen, poet

of the Milesians, needing to stop a wind created by the

Tuatha De

,

recites a verse in which he says,

land of Ireland" (Ancient Irish Tales 19).

"I

invoke the

The invocation

of the land as a goddess has the desired effect of calming
the winds.

The stories of the Tuatha De can also be read as

a

struggle of the gods of order versus the gods of chaos.
Mac Cana notes that this particular motif has, in the Irish
stories,

"been given a historical cast and has become

securely localised on Irish soil" (Celtic Mythology 60).

However one reads the story, the symbolism of the Tuatha De

struggling for years to throw off an oppressor was
remembered and revived in later centuries as Nationalist

writers sought to portray Ireland suffering under English
oppression.

Lebor Gabala is the basis for the first part of Foras
Feasa ar Eirinn

(

The Basis of Knowledge of Ireland)

written (1620-40) by Geoffrey Keating

(

,

Seathrun Ceitinn).

Keating 's work attempts to refute Elizabethan images of the
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Irish as barbaric,

illiterate, and uncivilized, as well as

to compile and save knowledge.

6 Cuiv acknowledges that

with works like that of Keating the traditions
of the bards
were kept alive (28).
Roy Foster argues that
by the mid-

seventeenth century in Ireland "a fusion of Catholicism
and
patriotism was evident in the work of intellectuals
like

Keating" {Modern Ireland 43).

He justly refuses to label

the spirit "nationalism", though later nationalist
writers

would do so.

Keating's narrative work circulated in

manuscript form until 1857, when it was finally edited and
translated by John O'Mahony.
Keating

(

c

.

1570-1644 ) was born near Cahir, Co.

Tipperary, and educated in BordeaiAX.

Returning to Ireland

in 1610 as curate of his native parish, he made himself

known by utilizing saga and fable in his sermons.

Hoagland notes that Foras Feasa ar Eirinn

Kathleen

the first,

and remains the only important effort to write a popular

history of Ireland in Gaelic for the Irish people"
Having witnessed the defeat at Kinsale, Keating

(xxxvii).

lived through the collapse of the Gaelic social world.

Keating's works reflect the love, bitterness, and regret he
feels for his country.

poem

His emotions are reflected in his

"Om sceol ar ardmhagh Fail",

high plain"

("At the news from Fal's

)

At the news from Fal's high plain I cannot sleep.
I am sick till doom at the plight of its faithful
folk.

Long have they stood as a hedge against hostile
trash

but a lot of the cockle has grown up
through the
at last.

If the Craftsman of Stars protect not
Ireland's

people
From violent vengeful enemies, bold and ready,
better gather and winnow them now without delay,
and sail them out wandering safe on the waves of
Cliona.
(0 Tuama and Kinsella 85-7)

Alan Harrison argues that Keating 's poem captures the

political themes of the day; Keating criticizes both the

English and the Irish nobles for "neglecting their duty to
God and each other" (275).

In this sense Keating 's

criticism is an allusion to the idea of the false prince.
The defeat at Kinsale and the subsequent Flight of the

Earls marked the beginning of the disappearance of the

traditional system of poetic patronage in Ireland.

Keating 's works are a reflection of that traumatic
environment.

A more powerful example of the emerging

poetry, poetry that 6 Tuama and Kinsella call the "poetry
of a subject people" (xxv), comes from Daibhi 6 Bruadair
(

c

.

1625-1698

)

.

0 Bruadair attempted to earn his living as

a poet with the end result that he died in poverty.

The

decline of the status of poet, as well as the anger and

rejection felt, are clearly evident in 0 Bruadair

's

work.

The poem below is quoted in its entirety, for it captures
the poet's sense of personal and national loss with the

destruction of the poetic system.
The High Poets are Gone
The high poets are gone
and I mourn for the world's waning,
the sons of those learned masters
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emptied of sharp response.

mourn for their fading books,
reams of no earnest stupidity,
lost - unjustly abandoned begotten by drinkers of wisdom.
I

After those poets, for whom art and knowledge
were wealth,
alas to have lived to see this fate befall us:
their books in corners greying into nothing
and their sons without one syllable of their
secret treasure.
(d Tuama and Kinsella 115-17)
The tone of the poem here is one of despair for a world
lost.

6 Bruadair bemoans not only the loss of the

tradition, but the fact that the tradition was, as he
wrote,

"unjustly abandoned".

A poem in a much different vein came from Eochaidh 0

hEoghusa in 1600.

6 hEoghusa's patron, Hugh Maguire, had

been killed in battle in March of that year, and the elegy
0 hEoghusa produced is notable for its symbolism in which

Hugh Maguire is compared to the Pelican (a symbol of
Christ

-

)

Carney summarizes the stanzas thus:

Hugh is the Pelican, the bird that gives its life
blood to revive its young who have been slain by
the serpentsHugh's blood is a draught which
will revive the descendants of Conn. Eochaidh 's
comparison of Hugh to Christ is apparently the
first nationalistic application of the idea of
redemption through blood sacrifice.
(31)
1

doubt that Eochaidh "s comparison was intended to invoke

the ideas of nationalism in 1600, though certainly later

nationalists could co-opt the image for political purposes.

Whether or not nationalism existed in 1600, the beginning
of the century did see the production of a more politically
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overt verse.

The writing of political verse
culminates

with the aisling or vision poems of the
Jacobite period.
The aisling verse in turn set the stage
for the emergence
of revolutionary nationalism in nineteenth-century
Ireland.

Vision Pnetrv
The work of writers such as Keating and 6 Bruadair
set
the stage for the aisling poetry.
or,

Translated as "dream"

more commonly, "vision" poetry, the aisling is a

political genre which appealed to the popular imagination
after the fall of the Stuart King, James II.

The tradition

of vision poetry can be traced back to the Old Irish

period, but, as we have seen, in the seventeenth century

political motifs were merged with romantic ones to produce
a powerful propaganda tool.

The political poems are tied

to the idea of a redeemer or liberator figure who will

rescue Ireland, personified as a woman, from her plight.
The lovely but bereaved woman personifying Ireland is

called by many names, all of which become synonymous with
Ireland:

Roisin Dubh, Sile Ni Ghadhra, Caitlin Ni

Uallachain, and Cathleen ni Houlihan.

R.

A.

Breatnach

describes the outline of the aisling:
The poet is asleep when there appears to him a
speii'bhean, a beautiful maiden, a queenly figure
from another world, who is in grievous distress.
.?
He speaks to her, asking her who she is.
Why is she weeping? She answers that she is the
true spouse of the ancient kings, and she sorrows
for her rightful prince who is in exile across
Then she vanishes, usually not before
the sea.
giving utterance to a banal word of hope for the
.
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redeemer.

In nineteenth- and twentieth-century
Ireland the
motif of the redeemer is embodied in
the image of the

martyr.
We have already encountered the idea
of a liberator
figure in the stories of the Tuatha De
6 hOgain has
studied the idea of a liberator figure who
would save
.

Ireland from its oppressors

He shows that the idea,

.

though of ancient origin, was a popular political
device in
the twelfth century.
A recurring name linked to
the

liberator figure was Aed or Aodh Eangach, and 6 hOgain
cites Baile an ScSll and a ninth-century text entitled

BearchAn's Prophecies as examples of texts which contain
prophecies that many miracles will occur during the reign
of Aodh Eangach (125-26).

The prophesies of a redeemer

figure returning to save Ireland became more numerous as

English oppression grew harsher.
The legend of the sleeping army became associated with

various Irish figures beginning with the sixteenth century.
The Irish versions portray figures such as the Eighth Earl
of Kildare, Gerald the Great, with his sleeping army "in a

hidden cavern on the Curragh"; Donal O'Donoghue from Kerry,
"whose army sleeps under the Lakes of Killarney"; and, from

the wars against Elizabeth

O'Donnell,

I,

Hugh O'Neill and Red Hugh

"who are said to be sleeping with their men in

Ddithi 6 h(5g6in. The Hero In Irish Folk History.
especially 12-59.
15.

See
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the great Prehietoric fortreee of
Grian6n Aileach, outside
Derry" (6 h(5gain. The Hero 149).

After 1745 and the defeat of Bonnie
Prince Charlie in
Scotland, any realistic chances of a
Stuart redeemer were
gone.
Yet the Irish tradition continued and
in the

eighteenth century a stronger national awareness
developed,
blossoming into revolutionary nationalism in
the nineteenth
century.
The redeemer figure became associated with two
themes:

the Flight of the Wild Geese, which assured
people

that Irishmen were waiting, in exile, to return to
save

their country; and the endless martyrs, who, one by
one,

served as potential redeemers.

Their deaths keep alive the

notion of a redeemer and the necessity of the repetition of
the sacrifice of life to and for Ireland.

Martyrdom
The characteristics necessary for kingship and heroes

having been examined, what of the martyrs in ancient
Ireland?

Surprisingly, there are no martyrs, if one means

by martyr someone who died for Ireland.
"this strange phenomenon
(267).

...

Herm writes that

is beyond speculation"

Not only are there no martyrs mentioned in the

ancient sagas, but Ireland did not even produce any martyrs

with the conversion to Christianity.
in Christian Ireland of course.

Martyrdom was known

The Cambrai Homily, a

seventh-century work, describes the various forms of

martyrdom in Ireland:
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This is the white martyrdom to
him, when he
separates for sake of God from everything
he
loves although he suffer fasting
o?
labour
thereat.
This is the green martyrdom to him,
when by mean of them (fasting and
labour) he
separates from his desires, or suffers
penance and repentance. This is the redtoil in
martyrdom to him, endurance of a cross or
destruction for Christ's sake, as happened
to the
apostles
the persecution of the wicked and in
teaching the law of God.
(Stokes and Strachan,
Thesaurus Palaeohibernicus 245)

m

When one speaks of martyrdom in reference to
today's Irish
society, the term is automatically linked to
a vision of

violent death.

Yet death did not always have to occur for

one to be a martyr in the Irish tradition, as
evidenced by
the above descriptions.

We have seen that the religious

persecutions which created red martyrs did not occur in
Ireland, thus the Irish invented their own forms of

martyrdom.

Scherman writes, "Ireland's holy men, revering

the early Christians who had died for their faith, and

longing for the rapt purification of pain, devised their
own forms of self-sacrifice" (103).

Green martyrdom, the

hermit existence, became associated with any kind of
physical suffering or hardship, and white martyrdom became

associated with exile.
Richter argues that Christianity developed

successfully in Ireland in part due to the practice of
peregrinatio, or life-long exile from the home country
(63),

a form of white martyrdom.

As shown by Richter and

Charles-Edwards, there existed in Ireland two forms of
peregrinatio.

Initially peregrinatio involved leaving the
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t6ath. which would deprive the individual
of any rights.

But as Richter notes,

"Irish law tracts contain reference

to the exile for the sake of Christ
{deorad de) enjoying

the same legal status of a king or a bishop"
(Richter 63;

Charles-Edwards 53).
Columbanus (543-615) is given the distinction of being
the first in Ireland to endure peregrinatio.

He left

Ireland in 591 to go into voluntary exile for the sake of
Christ.

Columbanus expresses his feelings with regard to

his exile as he writes
since the eighth beatitude concludes with
martyrdom, for the reason that a man is not only
righteous by his acts, but also a martyr by his
suffering for righteousness' sake,
Thus
when, as it is written. He who says that he
believes in Christ, ought also himself to walk
even as Christ walked - that is, both poor and
humble and ever preaching truth under the
persecution of mankind.
(Deane, Field Day Anthology 83)
.

.

.

.

.

.

Charles-Edwards observes that the Irish forms of

peregrinatio differ from the English.

He states that the

English do not grant "anyone the title of peregrinus unless
he had gone overseas", whereas an Irishman might be in

exile within the country, given the structure of Irish

society (44-5).

He also makes the important point that "a

man may be a peregrinus without having any intention of

being a missionary" (57).
The various "Flights" which have occurred throughout

Irish history, such as the Flight of the Earls in 1607 and
the Flight of the Wild Geese in 1691, are,

in their
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literary format, representations of
the exile motif and a
continuation of the tradition of white
martyrdom.
It may
be that Sarsfield already embodied
both white and green
martyrdom, thus making it easier for
witnesses to transform
him into a political "red" martyr.

Sarsf Iffid-

Transformation

t.n

a Mart.yr>

Within the stories of Sarsfield 's life the Irish
found
numerous events to connect to the ancient motifs. The
symbolic nature of the motifs provided the material
for

witnesses to transform Sarsfield from a hero to a martyr.
The tale of Sarsfield 's Ride provides explicit

reference to the Sovereignty in the story of the old woman

who provided the password into the enemy camp.

The motif

of the old woman is easily recognized by Irish audiences,

thus the story is not overly emphasized by authors writing
on Sarsfield.

The tale does, however, portray the old

woman washing her feet in a stream, another reference to
the Sovereignty, who is generally associated with water.
In the literary tradition, the transformation of

Ireland can only be successful with a true king.

The

creation of the Sarsfield legend incorporates all the
elements required for a true king:

ancestry, the necessary

physical characteristics, success as a war leader, and

honor
Of immediate importance for writers seeking to put

Sarsfield in this heroic pattern is to establish his
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genealogy.

That Sarsfield could, on his mother's
side,
claim descent from the 0 'Moore line,
and thus descent f rom
the 1641 hero Rory 0 'Moore, gave him
prestige with the
Irish men during the War of the Two Kings.
His ancestry
also allows the writers to promote the idea
of continuity
with an ancient and glorious past.
In this
regard, the

1853 biography of Sarsfield published in the Dublin

University Magazine contains the most elaborate
explanation
of the importance of genealogy, and the quotation
cited

above from the Peerage of Ireland deserves to be repeated

here
the pedigrees of ancient houses,
historically deduced, recall the memory of past
ages, and afford a way to all more immediately
concerned, of conversing with their deceased
ancestors, and becoming acquainted with the
virtues and honorable transactions of their own
families, which are thus preserved from oblivion,
and transmitted to them and their posterity for
imitation.
'"Patrick Sarsfield Earl of Lucan; A
Biography"' 150)
.

.

.

(

""In

the name of God and of the dead generations from which

she receives her old tradition of nationhood," so begins
the 1916 proclamation of the Irish Republic.

This type of

conversation with deceased ancestors illuminates the

potency of the ideal of a continuity to past heroes.
"Sarsfield,.

.

.

tall and with a noble stance, and

long hair in ringlets cascading down his manly chest" is

Paddy Lysaght's humorous description of Sarsfield, as
recorded in Lysaght's Comic History of Limerick (21)
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Though written for a comic history,
Lysaght still captures
the image of a hero:

his nobility and his beauty.

We have

seen that beauty, or being without blemish,
was once

demanded of a true king, and the idea is present
in the

descriptions of Sarsfield.

He is considered handsome,

brave, and generous in both the Irish and the
Williamite

accounts of the War of the Two Kings.
Though Sarsfield never saw action in the prominent

battles of the war, he still achieved renown as
leader.

a

war-

His actions in destroying William Ill's siege

train guaranteed his fame.

Sarsfield alone redeemed the

honor and hope of the Irish forces.

Whether it was skill

or luck which allowed Sarsfield to succeed in the endeavor
is irrelevant.

The lasting image of that success,

contrast to the failure of James

II

at the Boyne

,

in

ensured

that Sarsfield, not James II, was regarded as a capable

war-leader.

Additionally, his presence during the two

sieges of Limerick reinforced his stature.

While Sarsfield

encouraged his men to fight for Ireland, James
refuge at the French court.

II

took

Throughout the war years,

Sarsfield, not James II, Tyrconnell, or St. Ruth, won the

admiration of his peers.

As noted above, essential to the

warrior image is a glorious death in battle.

Sarsfield

achieved this death, and though his death occurred in a
foreign country, his reputed dying words emphasize his wish
that he had died for his country.
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Honor is the trait most discussed among
all the
authors writing on Sarsfield. Over and
over, contemporary
descriptions, from both Williamite and Irish
sources,

describe his personal character as "honorable"
and "fair"
and he is noted as "generous" with regard
to the treatment
of citizens and opposing soldiers.
As we have seen,
all

three characteristics are components of a "true
king".
In contrast,

James II seems to embody all the

characteristics of a false king:
cowardness.

arrogance, meanness and

His flight from the Battle of the Boyne to the

French court ensured that his character was incapable of
redemption.
to be a hero.

Tyrconnell is in as poor a position as James
His descent from an old English family

excludes him immediately, but he ensured his

disqualification as a king figure with his deceitful and
arrogant character.
same problem.

The French representatives have the

Their Irish allies had viewed them with

suspicion ever since the incident at Thomand Bridge during
the Second Siege of Limerick, when a French major ordered

the bridge drawn, resulting in a massive lost of life for
the Irish. The French also suffer in prestige by being

represented by St. Ruth, who engineered the disaster at
Aughrim.
In order to protect Sarsfield 's honor, the authors

suppress the tales which claim that Sarsfield participated
in massacres of women and children.

As we have seen, two
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contemporary events describe the deaths
of women and
children; the first occurrence comes
during

the Ride, and

the second during the departure to
France at the end of the
war.
Todhunter is the only author to mention the
massacre

story associated with the Ride, and he
clears Sarsfield of
any blame in the matter.
Moran, writing of the scene and
the departure of the Irish for France, blames
the English

writers for attempting to associate Sarsfield with any
dishonor (40).

None of the authors mention the story, told

by Wauchope, of Sarsfield forcing the Protestant women
of

Sligo to march to Enniskillen (62-65).

These stories, if

told, would bring shame upon Sarsfield and the Irish

nation, thus their dismissal from the later legend.
In contrast to the suppression of any form of dishonor

associated with Sarsfield, the writers do not neglect to

mention the dishonorable deeds of their enemies.

The deed

which brought the most shame and dishonor upon the English
was the violation of the Treaty of Limerick.

Lenihan's

thoughts on the broken Treaty are representative of the
Irish feelings.

He exclaims that "not only did they not

obtain the advantages which heroism, constancy and valor,
such as theirs should have commanded, but they were

betrayed and sold, and treated with a treachery

unparalleled in the annals of history" (285).

Lenihan

captures the image of the heroic, honorable Irishman

betrayed and enslaved by his oppressors.

Dishonor was not found only among the English,
for the
writers do not hesitate to label sections of
the Irish army
as cowards, providing Sarsfield had no part
in the

disaster.

Thus, whether at the Boyne or at Aughrim, the

cowardice of the army and their flight from the battlefield
is presented as partial cause for the final Irish
defeat.

What are we to make of the Treaty Stone on which

tradition says Sarsfield and Ginkel either sat on to sign
the Treaty of Limerick, or used as a table on which to sign
the Treaty?

Lenihan is probably correct in writing that

the surviving Stone has nothing to do with the War and in

fact was a used by the townspeople for getting on horses.

However, as today the Stone still sits on its pedestal in
all its glory, some symbolism has obviously been attached
to it.

There is an obvious link between the Treaty Stone

and the stone inauguration chairs used by the Irish kings.

Moreover, if the Treaty of Limerick was indeed signed on
the stone, then the symbolism of the broken treaty gains

even more power.
The brief analysis of the Irish literary tradition

given above shows that many of the themes of the Sarsfield
legend are in existence by the seventeenth-century,

0

hEoghusa's elegy for Hugh Maguire in 1600 illustrates that
the notion of a political martyr is already in existence.

The works of Keating and 0 Bruadair, produced in the

collapse of the system of poetic patronage, reinforce the
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idea that a redeemer figure is necessary
for Ireland.

Th e

dismay expressed by the Irish forces because
of James II' s
flight from Ireland echoes Keating 's dismay
with the Irish
nobles for neglecting their duty to their country.
The

emotion of 0 Bruadair's lament on the loss of the
Irish
poetic tradition reverberates in the stories told of
the
Flight of the Wild Geese.

This forced exile of the men of

Ireland ended all Irish hope of political independence for
the foreseeable future.

Yet these images of angst also

reinforced the need for a redeemer figure, a theme which

continued in the aisling poetry of the seventeenth century.
In the "Flight of the Wild Geese" we are presented

with two motifs, of equal importance for later
nationalistic arguments.
obvious link to the past.

Exile, or white martyrdom,

is the

Many previous Irish encounters

with the English lead to forced exiles, such as the Flight
of the Earls in 1607 at the end of the Elizabethan wars.
In writing of the Flight of the Wild Geese,

observes,

Lenihan

"A dream occupied the minds of these noble men

that they would again see the homes of their deepest

affections, and rejoice in the restored liberties of their
country.

Alas!

it was but a dream.

..."

(277).

The

exile motif allows for the emergence of the second theme,

which is the motif of the redeemer figure, discussed above.
With the flight of thousands of Irish to the continent, it

was not hard to believe that given the opportunity, the men
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would return and free Ireland from her
oppression.
As we
have seen, these elements emerged in
Sarsfield's legend.
The events of Sarsfield's life can be read
to

exemplify the various forms of martyrdom discussed
above.
If one allows that Sarsfield's patriotism was
a secular

form of religion, then he fits the pattern for
white

martyrdom.

His deprivation of property and homeland

qualify him for the status of green martyrdom.
as we have seen, became a form of red martyrdom.

His death,
"Would to

God this [blood] were shed for Ireland", is the traditional

exclamation of Sarsfield as he lay dying on a foreign
battlefield.

Of course there is no way of knowing whether

he actually said these words, but the phrase is an allusion
to the idea of red martyrdom.

It also is a direct link

with the modern political ideology of martyrs, namely the
shedding of blood for one's country.

A late development,

red martyrdom in Ireland is necessitated by the intensified

English efforts at conquest, beginning with the reign of

Elizabeth

I.

Red martyrdom in Ireland is politically, not

religiously, motivated.

Religion is a political tool

utilized by the English against the Irish, and, thus, while
religion is a factor in the bloodshed, people are not dying
specifically for their God.
I

have given serious consideration to the suggestion

that Cu Chulainn's death was a martyrdom.

I

cannot agree

that in the ancient tradition the description of his death
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was meant to suggest martyrdom, for the
reasons alluded to
above.
I do,
however, acknowledge that in modern

interpretations Cu Chulainn's death, especially as

presented by Yeats, serves as an image of red martyrdom.
Costello argues that with the resurrection of Cu
Chulainn
in the nineteenth century, he "became an actor in the
new

national drama, as well as in the plays of the Abbey
Theatre:

a role far removed from the original version of

the legend in which he was the tribal hero of Ulster"
(5).

The idea of Cu Chulainn dying a martyr's death does

reinforce the image of continuity to an ancient and

glorious past, which is exactly the image desired by modern

nationalist writers.
As we have seen, the myth of martyrdom grew in

response to the increasing sectarianism in Ireland.
The descriptions of Sarsfield's death allow for the authors
to incorporate nationalist ideology into the events of his

death.

The irony is that Sarsfield died in a foreign

country fighting not for Ireland, but for France.

Easily

overlooking that fact, Gwynn writes that while the latter
names (of martyrs) were "rebels against an established
order; Sarsfield.

.

.

was the last of those who strove

against its establishment" (254).

Moran notes that

Sarsfield fought not for his land, rather he "sacrificed
his lands to fight for Ireland" (63).

By the time Lady

Gregory wrote "The White Cockade", Sarsfield had been
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transformed into one who gave all for
Ireland, including
the supreme sacrifice of life.
"The White Cockade" by Lady Gregory consciously

encompasses all the ancient motifs discussed above.

As

already noted, her play contains the Old Lady, who
exclaims
that "our king has false daughters".
James II is
immediately portrayed as a coward and not recognizable to
the people as a king.

Owen's comment to James that "if the

king should come, he would be known," alludes to the belief
that the truth of a king is evident.

James

II

Gregory even sits

on a wobbly camp stool in the middle of the

forest, where one would expect him to sit on a stone.

Sarsfield is taken for the king, for he has all the

qualities the people expect in their leader.

One of the

most powerful images from her story is from Scene

Sarsfield laments:

"I

II

when

would like my name set in clean

letters in the book of the people" (153).
The entire war period (1688-91),

in which a majority

of the Irish were fighting for their land, recalls the

struggle of the Tuatha De against the oppressive Fom6ire.
However, whereas the Tuatha De were eventually successful,
the story of the war of the Two Kings has no happy ending.

There is but one outcome for a land ruled by a false king,
and that is the ruin of the land.

If one is to follow the

ancient tales, a true king, or a version thereof, needs to
be found.

237
In transforming Sarsfield from a
hero into a martyr,

the various writers also transferred
some of the ancient

heroic qualities onto the evolving concept of
a nationalist
martyr.
This transference would allow continuity with
the
past through the heroic tradition and also create
an image

easily adaptable to changing political conditions in
modern
Ireland.

We have seen that as the political situation

between Ireland and England grew tense and as nationalist
writers perceived Ireland as being ever more oppressed, the
image of Sarsfield grew in stature.

In Yeats 's Cathleen ni

Houlihan, the old lady claims that "Many a man has died for
love of me."

With the appropriation of Sarsfield by

nationalist writers, he becomes one of the many men who are
seen as having shed blood for Ireland, and the creation of

his legend sets the scene for the development of numerous

nationalist martyrs, such as Tone and Pearse.

CHAPTER VI
A NATION ONCE AGAIN?

THE PRICE OF SALVATION

It banishes fear with the speed of a flame
And it makes us all part of the patriot game.

Understanding the self-perception of the Irish
community in which it has arisen is the first step in
analyzing the creation of the mythology of martyrdom.
This self- perception was fashioned by historical
circLimstances.

"The poetry of a subject people",

"the

mythology of a colonized people", these are the words used
in describing Irish literature after the Treaty of

Limerick.

This image of oppression, despair, and

endurance is one that the emerging nationalistic community
made uniquely its own.

Poets, musicians, and self-

proclaimed historians reinforced the image and offered
their ideas of how to redress the perceived injustice.
The constant repetition of the image of abortive

revolutions which created martyrs produced a continuous
reminder of a glorious Irish past and the possibility of a

glorious future. The image became accepted historical
"fact".

Vansina discusses the way in which oral

traditions function as history:
oral traditions are documents of the present.
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because they are told in the present. Yet
they
also embody a message from the past,
so they are
expressions of the past at the same time
They
are representations of the past in the
present.
{Oz^al Tradition as History xii)

Tradition re-presents the past in the present.

As

Hobsbawn observes, the 'symbolic nature" of traditions
seeks "to inculcate certain values and norms of
behaviour

by repetition, which automatically implies continuity
with
the past"

(

1)

Hobsbawn notes that the past must be a "suitable
historic past" (1).
functions:

A "suitable past" would serve various

the creation of an identity, the connection of

that identity to an ancient past, and the enhancement and

ennobling of that inheritance.

The message of this past

would be authorized and transmitted by the continuous

witnessing of each new generation.
The poetic traditions of Ireland, especially the

aisling poems, utilize symbolism to evoke the past by
allusion.

Consciously or subconsciously, ancient heroic

tales are revived and reinvigorated in the poetic images
of the martyrs.

Poetic symbolism allows for the

continuance of ancient tradition despite the language
shift from Irish to English.
no written translation.

Symbols,

if effective, need

Thus, the transference of the

characteristics associated with the ancient warrior and
kingly classes in Ireland to the modern nationalist

martyrs succeeds

because the symbols survive through the
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continual regeneration of the stories.

The fascination

for historians in studying the invention
of tradition,

according to Hobsbawn, lies "in the contrast between
the
constant change and innovation of the modern world
and the
attempt to structure at least some parts of social life

within it as unchanging and invariant" (2).
The Sarsfield stories provide a reassuring connection
to an established heroic and glorious Irish past.

His

appearance in the poetry and ballad tradition in

nineteenth-century Ireland emphasizes the themes of unity
and the need to banish tyranny.

All forms of the

Sarsfield legend encourage the continuous witnessing of
the tradition of martyrdom.

As

I

have shown, these

stories become adapted to the needs of a particular era,
and,

as long as the stories are told and the ballads sung,

the mythology will survive and be accepted as history.

The literary evidence for the transmission of Irish

mythology shows that Irish audiences are reminded of more
than just the glorious days of Cu Chulainn.

They are,

through their mythology, perpetually recreating and

defining themselves.

In every period this mythology

served an immediate purpose and drew its energy from the

contemporary oral tradition in Irish society.

In the

words of Vansina:
in the last analysis, every tradition exists as
such only in virtue of the fact that it serves
the interests of the society in which it is
preserved, whether it does so directly, or
indirectly by serving the interests of the
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informant.
Its significance in relation to
society is what I call its function.
{Oral Tradition 78)

The paradox for the Irish nationalist community,
and
for the country,

is that the mythology of martyrdom seems

to have become a hindrance to the functioning
of society.

What factors would lead a community to fashion an identity

which values death over life?

This work would not be complete without an analysis
of the destructive effects of the mythology of martyrdom
on Irish society.

J.

C.

Holt discovered in his study of

the legend of Robin Hood that "the identity of the man

matters less than the persistence of the legend" (7).
I

noted in the beginning of this dissertation,

As

I

discovered two Sarsfields, a "mythologized" and a
"demythologized" Sarsfield.

The "demythologized"

Sarsfield appears as an individual full of complexities
and frailties.

The "mythic" Sarsfield, of which many

versions appear, gradually loses the complexities and his
life becomes simplified, malleable to each generation that

interprets his deeds.

In essence,

the construction of

Sarsfield as a martyr negates his life.

In this paradigm

his life before death becomes, in a sense, irrelevant:

death is what is being honored in the tradition of
martyrdom.

The mythic Sarsfield 's life was only important

in so far as it offered the image of a man willing to die
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for his country.

Sarsfield intrigued me initially because

I

felt he

fell outside of the traditional pattern of Irish
political

martyrdom, dying in a foreign land for a foreign cause.

Given the chance, however, he would have died in Ireland,
and that was enough; indeed,

it was the very thing that

was needed to create a political martyr.

reputed last words secured that status.

Sarsfield's
The status of

Tone and Pearse as martyrs was confirmed by their

execution.

Sarsfield, Tone, and Pearse, three men with

very different lives, yet who all fit into the mask of
martyr, a mask of such power that it remolds the

idiosyncrasies and peculiarities of individual lives.
In mythic history, human life goes from being complex
to being irrelevant.

Real-life complexities are

suppressed or denied to the extent that all martyrs fit
into a similar mold.

Martyrdom obliterates the subtle,

fragile, and incomprehensible qualities of life.

The

inconvenient disorder of life detracts from the simple,
but powerful,

image of a martyr.

The symbol of the

martyr, to be effective, must be easily understood.

We

have seen that traditions function as history, and

implicit in this particular history is that the version of

history presented is the only truth.

In Ireland,

the myth

of martyrdom serves as a cultural value which has become

embedded in the nationalist community.

Thus, the story-
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teller, consciously or subconsciously,
allows into his/her
tales only those aspects of the story which
will enhance
the power of the myth.

We have seen the adaptability of the Sarsfield
tales.
In the stories reports of massacres committed
by Sarsfield

and his men are rarely mentioned.

The authors of the

stories knew that, given the cultural conditions of their
time,

including massacres in their heroic tales of

Sarsfield would detract from the power and simplicity of
the Sarsfield legend.

While emphasizing his lineage in

the 0 'Moore family, the authors neglect to mention that

Sarsfield was of Anglo-Irish heritage, not solely Irish.
These facts are some of the many characteristics of

Sarsfield ignored because the traits do not fit into the
image being developed.

With this selective presentation

of Sarsfield's character, Sarsfield the man is lost as his

character is molded to fit the mask of the martyr.

With

the telling and re-telling of the Sarsfield tales, the

complexities of Sarsfield's life are forgotten and the
image created for him by the writers becomes accepted as

truth

Vansina explains truth as "an idea which influences
traditions, because they must be 'true', and everything

which is not true must be kept out of the hearsay
testimonies of the chain of transmission" (Oral Tradition
102);

truth in this case is "whatever is accepted by the
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majority as worthy of belief {Oral Tradition
102).
According to Vansina, the story-teller chooses
what is
important or of interest to his or her audience.
And

story-tellers know what is important because the
interests
of the audience are the interests of the society
as a

whole {Oral Tradition 97).
An important and related aspect of Irish resistance
and rebellions is that the men destined to become

sacralized as martyrs are seldom supported by the populace
while they are alive.

Sarsfield is an exception to the

traditional pattern of Irish martyrs, but even in his war
we have seen the damage caused by lack of unity and

support in the Irish ranks.

Tone's rebellion, when it

finally occurred, was betrayed.

Pearse's rebellion, while

not betrayed, also garnered no popular support.

The

rebels are ready to go to the front and there is no one

behind them.

They are leaders without followers.

Only in

death do they acquire the mass following that would be

needed to sustain a revolution.

Only in death do they

acquire the honor that they desire:
and for Ireland.

honor for themselves

In the stories and songs, however,

their

death is not a negative reflection upon a population which

refused to support their cause when the rebels were alive.
As

I

pointed out, this mythology of martyrdom honors

death, not life.

The idea of a noble failure in death,

not victory in life, sustains the mythology.
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While the mythology offered the nationalist
Irish a
sense of unity and purpose, serving as
a focal point

for a

bitterly divided nation, only one section of
the society
accepts the mythology of the martyr of which
Sarsfield is
an example.

There are other competing Irish mythologies,

and the multiplicity of mythologies existing in
Ireland

fosters the very sectarianism which a mythology might
seem
to combat.

The existence of several diverse claims to

societal identity leads to division, not unity.

competing mythologies encourage and perpetuate
distrust.

These
a

deep

Padraig O'Malley, in writing of the modern

Irish hunger strikes, notes that in the nationalist

rewriting of history the "past built one betrayal on the
next, and besotted itself with imagery of honorable Gaels,

outnumbered but not outfought.

.

.

Even if history was not

repeating itself. Catholics were prepared to believe that
it might"

(160).

The narrowness of the ideology has led

to a fear akin to paranoia in the nationalist,

predominately Catholic community; they can not believe in
any offers of accommodation from the Protestant loyalist

community.

The lesson they learned from their history was

that their trust would be betrayed.

The Catholics became

unable to imagine an event that would not lead to
betrayal; thus, in their world view, history would always

repeat itself.

Betrayal, or the perception of betrayal,

is an essential factor in the Irish myth of martyr.
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Betrayal reinforces the necessity for the
creation of a
mythology which safeguards Irish nationalistic

identity.

This process explains why many writers have argued
that

Ireland was, and perhaps still is, imprisoned by her

mythic history.

Violence is a positive force in the tradition of

martyrdom in the nationalist community, encouraging the
perception that the English would yield through violence
what they would not through constitutional measures.
We have seen that the United Irishmen of the eighteenth

century were prepared to follow a constitutional path for
reform, but England's refusal to allow them to state their

grievances led, in part, to the 1798 Rebellion.

The

failure of constitutional nationalism in the 1790s and

again in the ISSOs under Parnell, reinforced the view that

violence was the only option open in achieving reform.
The repetitive cycle of violence begetting martyrs

begetting violence had taken hold by the nineteenth
century in Ireland.

The violence witnessed in mid-

nineteenth-century Ireland was a preview of the tit-fortat warfare that has come to characterize the twentieth

century
The proponents of violence could argue that the

threat of violence could be the principal force holding a

society or state together.

They could argue with Patrick
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O'Farrell that violence is not futile:
It has often been said in an Irish
context,

particularly by politicians and churchmen that
violence achieves nothing, save suffering and
destruction; that it is at best futile, at worst
a totally corruptive evil:
the recent history
of Northern Ireland is full of such statements.
However one may wish such claims were true for
then, presumably, violence would be abandoned as
ineffective as well as inhumane they are
demonstrably false, as Irish as well as other
history consistently has shown. Violence can
produce desired results. ... The actual lessons
of Irish history point to violence as a salient
constituent in the major changes in Anglo-Irish
relations.
(174-75)

—

—

Those arguing for the effectiveness of violence could look
back, as does

when,

Katharine Simms, to medieval Irish society,

in the internal wars and succession struggles for

Irish lordship,

"violence was the sanction which ensured

authority, justice, peace and protection"

(K.

Simms 59).

They could, finally, argue that violence is a prerequisite
for justice.

Kearney writes that the violence associated

with the IRA is "sacrificial in that it promotes suffering
and bloodshed as prerequisite to ultimate justice, freedom
and peace" ("The IRA's Strategy of Failure" 699).

With the collapse of traditional society, resort to

violence developed as an individualistic reaction to
events.

O'Farrell remarks that in the flux of the

nineteenth century "violence provided an element of
excitement, and drama, and a dimension for romance and
heroism, in an environment otherwise harsh, drab, and

stifling" (167).

And he notes that in the "twentieth

248

century hate and hysteria and fear became the
dominant
factors [of life] as tendencies towards violence
were

organized and armed in relation to disciplined sectarian
and political private armies" (167).

The perception of an

oppressive and intransigent and dehumanizing political,
social, and economic climate led to acts of rebellion

which focused on destruction, not construction.

The

shishi of nineteenth and twentieth century Japan also held

similar ideas.

Marius Jansen quotes a shishi assassin who

explains his motives:
first-

"We thought about destruction

We never considered taking on the duty of

construction.

We foresaw, however, that the destruction,

once accomplished, somebody would have to take charge of

construction"

(

100

)

Violence offers an all-or-nothing gamble, as Camus
notes in his study of a rebel.

Having nothing to start

with, the rebel can only gain with his or her sacrifice.

As we have seen, the mythology of self-sacrifice arose in
a portion of society which found itself overpowered and

which had almost nothing to lose under the Penal Laws.
The more profoundly one feels the effects of defeat, the

more urgently one needs to prove that one is noble.

Camus

's

rebel demonstrates by his act of rebellion that

"there is something in him which is worth while.

which must be taken into consideration" (13).

.

.

Camus

and
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writes
The part of himself that he wanted to
be
respected he proceeds to place above
else and proclaims it preferable to everything
everything
even to life itself.
It becomes for him the
supreme good
If the individual, in fact,
accepts death and happens to die as a
consequence of his act of rebellion, he
demonstrates by doing so that he is willing to
sacrifice himself for the sake of a common good
which he considers more important than his own
destiny.
If he prefers the risk of death to the
negation of the rights that he defends, it is
because he considers these rights more important
than himself.
(14-15)
.

.

.

A desire to respect the dignity of the rebel's
being and
the belief that death is preferable to a life without
this

dignity, these are the characteristics of Camus 's violent
rebel.

Recall Cu Chulainn's response to the prophecy of a

short life:

"If

I

achieve fame

am content, though

I

I

had

only one day on earth" (Kinsella, The Tain 85).
A rebel's awareness that s/he is an equal with

his/her perceived oppressors (and an equal of past heroes)
has indeed led to violence in Ireland, particularly in

Northern Ireland in the second half of the twentieth
century.

As a response to the English taunts of Irish

barbarism, the Irish sought to prove their worthiness to
the English and, to themselves.

Zimmerman echoes the

sentiment that the Irish "voluntary" martyrs sacrificed
their lives, not Just for the glory, but to "prove their

country was worth dying for" (71).

The most effective way

was through martyrdom, or what Kearney termed the
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"Strategy of Failure"

(

-The IRA's Strategy of Failure"

699-707)

Pearse's noble failure is an excellent
example of
this "strategy of failure" in practice.
His

identification with Cu Chulainn as a martyr
figure and his
belief in the necessity of blood sacrifice are
overt links
to the vision of a glorious Irish past.

In "Ghosts",

Pearse vents his anger at the failure of Parnell's

generation to achieve Irish freedom.

He writes,

"Other

generations have failed in Ireland, but they have failed
nobly; or, failing ignobly, some man among them has

redeemed them from infamy by the splendour of his protest"
{Political Writings 223).
as one failed "nobly".

To fail was acceptable as long

This nobility of failure would

serve the purpose of redeeming Ireland's honor.

Yeats

asks in "The Statues":

When Pearse summoned Cuchulain to his side.
What stalked through the Post Office?
(Yeats, Collected Poems 337)

Whatever else Pearse may have been thinking, certainly the
idea of a noble and heroic death such as that suffered by

Cu Chulainn must have been in his mind.

Pearse certainly

viewed Cu Chulainn 's death as a martyrdom.
Sean Moran argues that Pearse's life and Irish

political life were both in crisis, and that Pearse's

solution to the crisis was a blood sacrifice (3).

The

sacrifice, in theory, would restore harmony to the

community.

As the years passed between Sarsfield's life
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and Pearse's, the mythology of martyrdom
gained strength
of purpose as the nationalist community perceived
Ireland

continuing to suffer not only English oppression but
internal divisions.

The 1916 Easter Rising offered Pearse

the chance of noble failure and the opportunity of

enacting the most powerful demonstration to date of the

willingness to achieve life for Ireland through death.

As

Pearse wrote to his mother, "we shall be remembered by

posterity and blessed by unborn generations" {Last Words
Whether or not the Rising succeeded, Pearse would,

19).

he believed, emerge victorious, for the remembrance of

posterity guaranteed the continuance of the mythology of
martyrdom-

Kearney illustrates how various IRA campaigns were

constructed to ensure that community support would elevate
the IRA men to the status of martyr and, thus, reawaken
the emotion associated with past defeats.

In this Irish

mythology of failure, the ultimate victory is violent
death.

By embracing death the rebels are in effect saying

that there is nothing which can harm them or Ireland.

While this study has focused on the nationalist use
of the mythology of martyrdom,

I

believe that in order to

fully understand the operations of mythology in Irish
society, a study of the creation of loyalist mythology is

also needed, for the nationalist strategy of failure is in

complete opposition to the loyalist community.

Kearney

argues that for the loyalist community, "suffering
is not

transformed into sacrifice and martyrdom but feared
rather
as a threat to their very existence as a distinct
people"

("The IRA's Strategy of Failure" 705).

The next logical

step after this study of Sarsfield as martyr and the myth
of martyrdom,

would be an examination of the mythology

surrounding William III and the influence of "Orangeism"
in the loyalist mindset.

While a few studies have

appeared which seek to examine loyalist mindset, notably,
Sarah Nelson's excellent Ulster's Uncertain Defenders,

what is also needed is a study of the creation and

adaptation of this competing mythology in Ireland.

Only

by studying how both mythologies are created and fostered

can we begin to understand the power of mythology in the

respective communities and the total dynamic of Ireland's

divided and warring culture.

Conor Cruise O'Brien's Ancestral Voices

while

I

y]a.s

published

was in the process of completing this

dissertation.

Ancestral voices refers to voices of the

martyrs of Ireland, though O'Brien frequently alludes to
them as ghosts, referring to Patrick Pearse's "Ghosts":
"There is only one way to appease a ghost.
the thing it asks you.

You must do

The ghosts of a nation sometimes

ask very big things, and they must be appeased, whatever
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the cost"
8).

(Pearse, Political Writings 221; qtd. in
O'Brien

Colm Toibin, reviewing O'Brien's book in the New
York

Times Book Review (31 December 1995, 7) defines
ancestral

voices as "what we all hear at various levels in societies
where the emotion surrounding romantic and cultural

nationalism has held sway" (7).

For O'Brien, the

ancestral voices provide an emotional continuity to the
past.

O'Brien is concerned to show in his work that the

present-day cease fire and peace talks are bound to fail
due to the ghosts which he believes cannot be exorcised.

O'Brien traces the origin of the connection between
religion and nationalism in Ireland.

He presents the idea

that Irish nationalism and Catholicism are perceived, even
today, as inseparable and that Irishness is equated with

Catholicism (26-7).

However, he also shows that Catholic

and nationalist interests have not always been one.

He

seems, at times, to be straining to prove his thesis.

He

constantly remarks that the ancestral voices are
influencing politics, yet O'Brien does not detail how or

why the ghosts are so powerful.

This has been the purpose

of my dissertation, to document the creation and influence
of the power of ancestral voices.

O'Brien provides a detailed discussion of Pearse
fascination with blood sacrifice.
people,

's

He says that the Irish

for Pearse, are "those who have obeyed the

summoning voices of certain privileged ghosts:

ghosts of
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dead men that have bequeathed a trust to us
living men"
(O'Brien 105).

O'Brien also subscribes to the belief that

for Pearse, the Easter Rising of 1916 was not
intended by

itself to be conclusive:

(O'Brien 106).

"it was to be sacrificial"

O'Brien argues that Pearse easily

reconciled Tone's beliefs, both religious (deism) and
political, with his own brand of nationalism.

He simply

took the parts of Tone's life that could easily be co-

opted into his version of Irish nationalism and dismissed
the rest.

O'Brien identifies the pattern of selective

remembrance that we viewed with the creation of Sarsfield
as martyr.

O'Brien notes that "in the political statements of
Sinn Fein-IRA, there is seldom any trace of Pearsean
rhetoric.

It is only when you watch the funerals that you

get the message" (O'Brien 117).

O'Brien fails to explain

that the funerals symbolize the emotional continuity that
he is arguing for.

The funerals represent the noble

failure, the redemption of Ireland's honor.

The funerals

are the ultimate victory for the martyrs.

O'Brien argues that it is important to challenge the
cult of the dead (170-71) and yet continues to insist that
the ghosts cannot be exorcised: that a longing for peace

will actually help the IRA, allowing them to rebuild while

people are fooled into believing in the cease fire.

Though O'Brien would strenuously deny

it,

I

believe that
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he has fallen victim to the ancestral voices,
as he is

unwilling to accept that the voices could be quieted.
Discussing religious nationalism, he writes, "we have not
done with it yet, and

have done with it.

I

feel in my bones that we may never

Not in my lifetime certainly, and

probably not in the lifetime of any of my children"
(O'Brien 190).

O'Brien completed the main text of his book in 1994,
and has since added three postscripts, ending in March
He has held to his conviction that the peace-

1995.

process is doomed.

I

can not help but agree with Toibin,

who comments that "part of the interest of this book is
that its predictions are so wrong" (7).
I

am convinced that the mythic patterns that were

utilized to fashion the mythology of martyrdom could be
transformed yet again to serve the needs of a people
struggling to adapt to an environment of peace, not war.
We can see already in some of the stories of Sarsfield the

necessary ingredients for a portrayal of Sarsfield in a

mythology of peace.

In Moran's biography of Sarsfield, he

writes that Sarsfield was against fighting at the Boyne
and at Aughrim. MacDonnell's Life of Patrick Sarsfield

relates the story of Sarsfield pleading with St. Ruth not
to fight the battle of Aughrim.

MacDonnell writes:

"Sarsfield, dear as he held the honor of his flag, held
the safety of his country still more dear" (67).
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arrived in Limerick in January 1991 in time to
find
the city preparing to celebrate the 300th
anniversary
I

of

the Treaty of Limerick.

I

could not fathom why they would

want to celebrate the broken Treaty, but

I

reasoned that

it would be an excellent opportunity to gain information

about Sarsfield.

everyone

What

I

discovered was that while

talked to knew Sarsfield 's namei and knew that

I

he was a great hero,

few could tell me why.

The answer

came from a gentleman who shared my lunch table at

Bewley's.
day."

He casually commented that "Sarsfield's had his

He explained that Sarsfield's name had been

replaced in the routine talk of martyrs by more recent
names.

I

do not know if the gentleman realized he had

just confirmed my thesis of the continuous regeneration of

martyrs for Ireland, but
nevertheless.

I

I

am grateful to him

also noticed in his manner a certain

weariness with regard to the topic of martyrs, a manner
which suggested to me a certain sadness with the
situation.

I

could not help but recall Yeats 's words in

"The Circus Animals' Desertion":

and yet when all is said
It was the dream itself enchanted me:
Character isolated by a deed
To engross the present and dominate memory.
Players and painted stage took all my love
And not those things that they were emblems of.
{Collected Poems 347)
.

.

.

As the "Sarsfield" name decorates numerous buildings
in Limerick, as well as the main bridge, the recognition
of his name is not surprising!
1.
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This work has been a study in the deconstruct
ion of
and, at the same time, an appreciation of the
stories of

Sarsfield.

I

have attempted to find meaning behind the

mask of the stories, and explore the meaning that the mask
itself holds for understanding the mindset of a section of
Irish society.
The UNESCO Charter states that "Since wars begin in
the minds of men, it is in the minds of men that we have
to erect the ramparts of peace."

Perhaps the first step

to peace is in understanding how the ramparts are created.

The Peace initiatives continuing in Ireland today are
a welcome symbol of a newly emerging attitude from all

factions involved in the conflict.

What

I

am convinced of

is that the mythic patterns which were utilized to fashion

the mythology of martyrdom will be transformed yet again
to serve the needs of a people struggling to adapt to an

environment of peace, not war.
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